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PQI3200-1024DBUs 
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performance along 
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overclocking 
results....to top it off 
they're priced to sell!" 
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upreme 
ehchmarks 
Everyone has quad core. 

Yah for them. 

It's good to see 
everyone's running the 
standard benchmarks 

— you know, WinRAR, 
CineBench, LAME... the typical sort 
of benchmarks that you run to test 
multithreading capabilities. And, indeed, 
we too ran these same benchmarks to 
test our Core 2 Quad QxX6700. It's 
a good batch of tests to see how well you're 
sparkly, four-core processor will perform 
if, well, all you do is compress stuff all day 
and run a render farm in your bedroom. 

And how many of us do that? A few — but 
not enough for us to only have these types 
of benchmarks. 

So Atomic, disappointed over a lack of 
a gaming benchmark — something that 
would be genuinely useful —- made one 
ourselves. Hacking into the Supreme 
Commander beta, we enabled Al players, 
game saving and loading and made 
a multithreaded gaming test to see how 
well quad core stacks up. The results 
speak for themselves. If you're after the 
only quad core gaming benchmarks 
anywhere in print or online, just turn to page 
46 and see what you can expect next year 
when dual and quad make it big. 

The great thing is quad is only a tiny part 
of this month's issue. We also decided to 
take a look at the current state of pre-built 
gaming PCs from a select number of 
vendors in Oz and pit them against each 
other. If you're just starting to get into the 
Atomic scene and aren't entirely confident 
of your PC building prowess, one of these 


machines is a great place to get your 
fingers nicked. 

Additionally we found time to put 
NVIDIA's new architecture through its 
paces and, wow, what can we say? The 
8800GTX blows everything up with raw 
awesomeness. With a graphics card 
on PC finally sporting an unified shader 
architecture, the days of the vertex and 
pixel processor are numbered. From now 
on, it’s just stream, baby, and the 8800GTX 
has 128 of them - that's kind of like having 
128 vertex or pixel processors available. 
Not all at once of course, but these 
numbers completely destroy the piddle 
48 pixel processors on the 1950XTX and 
7950GX2. For more info, head on over to 
page 30 and start reading. 

Next up is our gigantic cooler roundup. 
Craig put 25 heatsinks on Chernobyl 
(which is looking somewhat worse for wear) 
and pumped up the heat to see which 
could handle the, er, heat. If you're trying | 
to overclock your CPU and thermals are | 
giving you a headache, then this roundup | 
can't be missed. Wander to page 40 and 
take a look. 

Engine room is host this month to 
Supreme Commander, with Ben jet-setting 
to Paris to chat with Chris Taylor. Jake 
Carroll decided that one OS on his Mac 
wasn’t enough and Leigh Dyer prettied up 
his Linux desktop with a 3D replacement. 
We, of course, left these guys to their 
own devices and the results can be 
seen starting on pages 62, 86 and 
90 respectively. 

As you can plainly see, this is 
a massively massive issue of Atomic. 
Please enjoy its juicy, editorial goodness. 
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TECH TRENDS 


=) the latest technology and 
hardware happenings 


AMD puts pedal to metal 


AMD has a go at pushing out stream processing to the 
academics, writes Logan Booker. 


G eneral purpose GPU computing has 
found itself anew name - stream 
processing. ‘Stream’ is a big word right now for 
NVIDIA; the company using it to describe the 
functionality of its unified shader architecture in 
its new chip, the G80. Now AMD/ATI is getting 
in on the action as well. 

The merged entity’s first move has been 
to release a ‘thin hardware client’, otherwise 
known as an ISA interface, for ATI’s X1000 
series of GPUs. The purpose of this interface, 
which AMD has dubbed ‘Close to Metal’ 
or CTM, is to provide easy access to the 


parallel floating-point processors of the chip. 
Normally used for computing texture, pixel 
and vertex information, these processors can 
be harnessed for more general computing 
tasks — everything from database queries to 
earthquake simulations. 

The CTM is comprised of four components: 
the Data Parallel Processor Array (DPP); 
the Processor Execution and Conditional 
Operation Units (which make up the command 
processor); and a memory controller. While the 
memory controller handles addressing for GPU 
and system memory, the command processor 


The CTM 
“>"> interface 
hac ne 

the GPU intoa 
highly parallel 
CPU that plugs | 
intoaPCl * 
Express slot.” 


distributes work to the DPP and performs 
conditional operations between array elements. 
Essentially, the CTM interface transforms the 
GPU into a highly-parallel CPU that plugs into 
a PCI Express slot. 

Executable files for the DPP are formatted 
as Executable and Linking Format (ELF) files. 
The ELFs can then be executed via a program 
loader embedded in the CTM. 

Reportedly, NVIDIA wants coders to have 
access to the powerful stream processors 
in G80, but will make use of a software 
method instead. 

As it stands, in order to use CTM, you'll need 
to either purchase a CTM card with ATI GPU, 
or get the components and solder them 
yourself (which is unlikely). With NVIDIA’s 
solution, hopefully it will be simply a matter 
of using the right compilers and loaders, and 
anyone with a compatible GPU will be able to 
run the application. 

Considering the boutique nature of the 
hardware, CTM will likely find its place in the 
fields of supercomputing and research, rather 
than in the average PC chomping through 
Folding@Home. 

As a testament to this, the software and 
documentation for CTM is currently only 
available to registered users of ATI's Research 
Relations Development website. 


- 


Wikipedia founder “” 
Jimmy Wales has 


Keeping with the Wiki goodness, 
apparently several US intelligence 


for Windows Task Manager, Process 
Explorer, is available for download. 


F ) organisations have created their own ‘top- 
} secret’ information repository using Wiki. 
Called ‘Intellipedia’, the Wiki serves not 
only as an encyclopaedia of intelligence 
info, but also a repository for day-to-day 
meetings and note-taking. As you might 
expect, it’s not publicly accessible. 


stepped down 2 
from his position <a 
of Chairman on 8 
the Wikimedia 
Foundation board in 
order to pursue other projects, 
according to a report on Wikipedia’s 
Signpost site. Replacing Wales is 
Florence Nibart-Devouard, another 
member of the Wikimedia board. 


Anew version of Sysinternal’s (or 
should we say Microsoft’s) replacement 


Version 10.21 appears to be a minor bug 
release, but it always pays to be up-to- 
date, especially with a tool as handy as 
this. You can grab the program right now 
from www.sysinternals.com (redirects to 
Microsoft’s TechNet). 


If holographic storage isn’t your thing, 
you’re looking to get HD-DVD and you 
own an Xbox 360, you could always pick 
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The next iteration of Windowsis 


complete; Logan Booker 


B’ the time you read this, the RTM (Release 
to Manufacturer) version of Microsoft's 
latest operating system, Windows Vista, will be 
in the hands of corporate customers, OEMs and 
MSDN and TechNet subscribers. For everyone 
else, we'll have to wait until 30 January 2007 to 
get our hands on the final version of Vista. 

Four versions, or ‘editions’, will be available 
— Home Basic, Home Premium, Business and 
Ultimate. Home Premium and Ultimate will 
include Windows Media Center as part of 
the operating system, while only Ultimate will 


writes: J 


come with Microsoft's ‘BitLocker’ hard drive 
encryption technology. 

If you’re a fan of Vista's Aero GUI and 
were planning on grabbing Home Basic, 
think again. The interface won't be included 
in the discount bundle. 

Additionally, two other editions of Vista will 
be available - Starter and Enterprise — with 
Starter designed for low-income countries 
and Enterprise for businesses that require 
application compatibility and better support 
for operating systems such as UNIX. 
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of motherf**king 
TVs, biatch.’ 
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Win 1 of 5 copies of 
Star Wars: Best of PC! 


Empires of War, Knights of the Old Republic, Battlefront, 
Jedi Knight II and Republic Commando, all in the one box! 


It’s the best of the best in PC games for the 

Star Wars universe. Be it the intense strategic 
action in Empires at War, top-shelf role-playing in 
Knights of the Old Republic, or some solid FPS in 
Jedi Knight Il, this massive pack has everything 
you need. And, as icing on the cake, a 14-day 
trial to Star Wars: Galaxies is also included. If 
you’re a gamer and a Star Wars fan (they kind of 
go hand in hand) then you can’t miss this chance 
to win. Just visit www.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
competitions and answer the following question 
to be in the draw: 


POST OF THE MONTH 


The forums have been running hot with great 
posts lately. We mean particularly good posts. 
Must be the sunshine. We have much to thank 
daylight savings for. 

Shortlisted this month were some really 
clever, nice, and funny posts. Thanks as always 
to the mods who eagle eye these forums and 
spot the top shelf stuff. 

Among all the above and all the rest of it, we 
were tickled by a tasty bit of teching. It’s got 


Q: What is the name of the main character in 
the PC title Jedi Knight II? 


} 


f SS 
Moderate a, 
Violence e 


up a HD-DVD external drive for the console. 
Apparently, you can plug it into a PC or 
Mac and, with the right software, play 
HD-DVD movies on your desktop. For more 
info, check out this link: uneasysilence. 
com/archive/2006/1 1/8303. 


Then again, it might be wise to hold off on 
shelling out for a HD-DVD or Blu-ray drive, 
as it seems holographic storage is very real 
and very close. According to InPhase, the 
developer of the technology, its Tapestry 


HDS-300R writer will be available to the 
entertainment industry by the time you read 
this, with roll out to the average 
consumer in the next one 

to two years. Current media 

for the drive can store 
300GB, and transfer data 
at 20MB per second, 
with InPhase hoping 
to eventually ramp 
media capacities 

to 1.6TB. 
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POTM 72 goes to Virul’s I’ve got my SLI 
certified hard drive... do you? 


www.atomicmpc.com.au/forums. 
asp?s=2&c=9&t=15212 


Nice wording there Virul. You get a Logitech 
G5 mouse-as a reward for being so clever and 
tricky, and sticking a finger up something that 
needed it. 
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Resistance is futile..2¢ > 7 we : motion detectors have obviously not made much of 
except on PlayStation3: . ly * Bx on ; . an impact on the weight. 

' a awn Anice addition we noticed is the use of Memory 
Bisse | Stick/Memory Stick Pro Duo instead of proprietary 
§ = hardware for memory card functionality. 

The first game we tried was Motorstorm. Only 
one track was available — a dusty orange rocky 
plateau with a piercing blue sky — but we were given 
a choice of several dirt trucks or trail bikes. Although 
the handling was far from realistic, Motorstorm was 
the most enjoyable and gratifying of the games we 
played. Using the dirt bikes was especially hectic. It 
was far too easy to fly out of a corner, into the air and 
off the plateau into the great orange and blue abyss. 
Land hard from a jump and you'll come off your bike. 
Jostle with the trucks and you'll get crunched under 
dirty big tyres. The icing on the cake was definitely 
the physics and the view distance — never before 


TA Gy? 5 ge Se 
have we seen a track so completely rendered. 
Genji was the other game that really showed 


Playing the Station sfefonrn rasta 


colourful games, trust us, you haven't seen anything 


Logan Booker has some game time with the PlayStation3. Ut! you've played Gen]. This fantasy samurai beat- 


‘em-up had all the classic elements including fighting 


here's only four in the country, according to Sony. —_ beating heart — Cell. hoards of baddies, a selection of three characters 
Well, that was the count in October. As is the trend for consoles these days, the and a killer story. The PS3, combined with HDR 
There may be more now given the US and Japan new PS3 controller is wireless. It uses an extended effects, made every shade on screen juicier than juice. 
launch is weeks behind us and eBay provides the USB-to-USB Mini-B cable to recharge and when It's a shame we still have a few months to wait for 
bloodthirsty PlayStation fan with all the console disconnected from the console, connects with Sony's next console, but it was reassuring to finally 
goodness they desire, but when we sat down to give __ wireless almost instantly. Without the vibration play real hardware, and know that this thing actually 


he PS3 a good play at Sony's HQ here in Australia, components, the controller feels light in hand andthe exists outside of a plastic display case. 
the count was four. Like the Fantastic Four but with a = 
less super powers and more super computing. 

Five games were available for us to play, all burnt 
onto 25GB Blu-ray BD-Rs. The selection included 
Resistance: Fall of Man, Genji, Lair, Motorstorm and 
Ridge Racer. Some were English builds (Resistance, 
Motorstorm) and others (Ridge Racer) were straight 
rom the dev teams in Japan. 

Actually seeing an operational unit was quite 
surreal. The outer casing is barely-transparent black 
plastic, as are the controllers. Lukewarm air quietly 
seeps from the ventilation holes on the unit's left side 
(if there were fans inside, we couldn't hear them) and 
for what is supposedly the world’s most powerful 


Get Crunched under-tiif 


gaming console, it's surprisingly cool to the touch, big tyresin’ Motorstorm 
as if the workload is but a nuisance for the PS3’s Ser TE aie = 
EET eens | 
Wondering what happened to good plans to sell. We welcome the final product _‘It seems the Australian Tax Office has 
| (f) old Infinium Labs after the demise of its of all those millions of stockholder dollars. picked up on the whole virtual goods trade, 
ps ill-fated Phantom console? Looks like and, if you’re making a real income from 
| it's providing Alienware with Phantom Raven Software, the developer flogging made-up stuff to non-existent 
| 8 | ‘Lapboards’ (you can check them out behind the recent Marvel: Ultimate people, it wants to know about it. In fact, if 
| here www.infiniumlabs.com/content/ Alliance, has let slip on its jobs page you've made a business from your online 
| 0 products/index.html), which Alienware that it’s working on a successor to id’s endeavours, you better make sure you 
| popular Wolfenstein series of first person have an ABN to go with it. 
| Ig shooters. Only a few months back id said 
| r that it was working on a new IP — we By the time you read this, an update 
| (A. guess that hasn't stopped it shipping old for both the single and multiplayer 
| IP onto other developers. versions of Dark Messiah of Might and 
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starting to code form 
Logan Booker writes. 


[ t seems that 2007 will be the year of 
multithreaded gaming, and there’s enough 
action happening right now that we know this 
with great certainty. 

For one, Intel used Gas Powered Games’ 
upcoming RTS Supreme Commander to demo 
its high performance 
quad core part, the 
Core 2 Extreme 
QX6700 at the recent 
Intel Developer Forum 
in Taipei. Intel also 
stated in its Core 2 
roadmap presentation 
at the forum that it 
is working with a 
number of developers, 
including Remedy of 
Max Payne fame as 
well as GPG, to make 
sure multithreaded 
games are numerous 
in 2007. 

Now Valve has 
released information on its latest update for its 
Source game engine — multithreading support. 
This update could be included as soon as the 
beginning of next year, with the release of Half- 
Life 2: Episode Two. 

Finally, Futuremark is working on a multi-core 
benchmark in conjunction with Intel, and like 
Supreme Commander, was shown at IDF on 


multith 


¢ Intelis 
working 
with a number 
of developers 
to make sure 


games are 
numerous. 


Intel’s QX6700. The benchmark, called Ice 
Storm Fighters, was able to dynamically 
assign threads over what appeared to be 

a maximum of four cores. On two cores the 
game was unplayable, but when spread over 
four, became appreciably smoother. 

We’re not sure 
when Futuremark 
will release this 
benchmark, but 
we're looking 
forward to taking 
a look — as well as 
having a decent 
tool for testing dual 
and quad core 
performance. 

If you feel like 
picking up a 
multithreaded title 
right now, look 
no further than 
SEK’s ParaWorld. 
According to 
an online interview with the developer, 
ParaWorld supports dual core — which 
basically means quad core (and cores’) 
as well. 

So, if you're planning on gaming it 
big next year, then it’s high time to start 
seriously thinking about upgrading to dual 
or quad core. 


readed_ 


Magic (reviewed this issue, page 68) will 

be available from Ubisoft. The MP patch 
improves the usability of the Assassin's 
backstab and adds a few tweaks to the 
Priestess’ stoneskin spell, while the SP patch 
addresses bugs and crashes. 


Sony has forced aftermarket handheld 
parts seller Lik-Sang out of business, 
according to a statement on the latter 
company’s website, www.lik-sang. 

com. Lik-Sang cites the closure is ‘due 
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to multiple legal actions brought against it 

by Sony Computer Entertainment Europe 
Limited and Sony Computer Entertainment 
Inc’. While Sony didn’t directly seek to shut 
the site down, we can only assume that the 
financial burden of legal action was too much. 
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Hot games to 
watch out for 


PIPELIN 


Shadows of Chernobyl 
Release date Q1 2007 

Yes, we've all heard of Stalker... and how many 
times it’s been delayed. What you might not know 
is that the game has a release date, one it will 
very likely hit— Q1 2007. Stalker, set in the not too 
distance future, takes place in the exclusion zone 
around Chernobyl where you'll get to run around, 
completing the main story (details to come) and 
numerous side quests. While the developer has 
had to cut back on the much talked-about A-Life 
Al, GSC Gameworld promises that Stalker will still 
be quite large, free-form and creepy. 

Platform PC. 

Developer GSC Gameworld 

Publisher THQ 

Web stalker-game.com 


The Show 

Release date Q3 2007 

California has decided to renegade at the behest 
of ruthless dictator/jazz musician Lou Baxter, and 
it's up to you as secret agent/frog wrangler Frank 
Harris to get the US back its missing state. With 
such a believable plot, we weren't expecting the 
game to be any good. But it looks great, mixing 
traditional RTS gameplay with fast-paced action. 
With no Oz (or international) publisher though, 
we're not sure if it'll be available locally. 

Platform PC 

Developer Sixteen Tons 

Publisher TBC 

Web www.theshow.de 
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eGames Expo '06 


Melbourne goes off like a frog in a blender. 


ee one thing for certain: Melbournians Arcade Gaming Australia was set up for some retro 

know how to put on a good show. The floor of arcade fun. 

the eGames Expo was teeming with gamers and Atomic attended eGames on the second day, 

vendors alike, all there for one purpose: to revel in when things were well and truly in full swing. As 

the effulgence of high technology. has been the case worldwide, the Wii stand was 
With the likes of Intel, Microsoft, Sony, Nintendo, — impenetrable due to small children and adults alike 

Scorpion Technology, Altech and Madman filling crowding around just to get their shot at Zelda 

the stands, it was immediately obvious we were or Sonic. Microsoft's Xbox 360 gaming area was 


in for something special. Even in the back corner as always crowded, and people were more than 


layers 
the floor. Here P 
. at Auran’s Fury. 


crac! 
have a A ok lias 


The Intel PC Build 
Off in full swing. 
as oe, 


happy to stand to play at a wall of PSPs. 

There was no shortage of entertainment either, 
with Matt and Yug from Australian Gamer providing 
moments of comic genius on stage and setting the 
tone for the presentations that followed. 

We were there for a purpose though — to help 
judge the Intel PC Build Off — a competition to see 
who could build a provided PC the fastest. Despite 
a few technical hiccups with some incompatible 
parts, the competition was always at fever pitch 
with a sizable crowd watching on. The winner got 
to walk away with his PC, while the other PCs 
were auctioned the next day with the proceeds 
going to the Bonnie Babes Foundation (www.bbf. 
org.au). We look forward to next year’s event! 


The Wii stand was just crazy. Projectors, 
lights, and so many people. 


: _ The show. t 
a, Jimeoin, ETS bloody huge 
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+e stand was 
airech’s Sock out t 
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en old school had a place 
a eGames, Arcade Gaming 
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Australia’s booth always popula : 


730 6008 
: The Xbox 360 lounge was 
always filled and busy. 
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The doorway to fun, 
excitement, and 
boothbabes! 


| At the PSP stand: so much 
& | SO much 
I intensity for such alittle screen, 


2 Wea tose 


way? Become 
Wanta ag ol PSP girl. 
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PlayStation-Portable 


TO A NEW LEVEL 


Study computer game design in VU’s brand new facilities, located right in the heart of Melbourne. Here’s what we offer: 


© Advanced Diploma of Multimedia (Games Development) © direct pathway to Bachelor of Arts in games at VU 
* pay only TAFE fees (no HECS) * reputation for excellence (4 out of 5 games finalists in the 2006 national ATOM Awards: Best Tertiary Interactive Game) 
© latest equipment and labs with experienced industry teachers * located directly opposite Flinders Street Station with amazing 17th floor city views and fantastic shops and cafes nearby 


You'll learn game creation and design, 3D modelling and animation, modding, designing maps, designing characters & environments, interactive storytelling and more. 


For more info phone 03 9919 1583 or go to www.vu.edu.au/tafe/art 
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being a pirate - swordfighting, ship battles, 
adventure, and romance. We created a little 
mini-game for each of those. We're definitely 
not ‘genre-first’. We don't say, ‘Let's make 

a first person shooter.’ It's really more, ‘Aren't 
pirates cool?’ 


atomic Given that you often tend to 
explore factual themes in reasonable detail 
throughout your games, would you say your 
games can teach people anything? 

Sid Meier Look, we're primarily in the 
business of entertainment. We're not trying 
to teach people things. People want to 
explore their own ideas and try their own 
strategies, and come up with their own 
ways of playing, without being told by the 
designer. We're not saying, ‘This is the right 
answer, this is the wrong answer; do it my 
way, or you're gonna lose.’ Our games aren't 
really about teaching some specific agenda. 
We don’t want to foist that kind of thing 

on them. 

On the other hand, people do enjoy 
learning. They enjoy getting better, learning 
a new skill, et cetera. So, games do 
introduce a few ideas, and if you're playing 
Civilization, you might learn something about 
why certain things happened in history, 
what new technologies revolutionised the 


é chats up the man wis cr world, little military strategies, and politics. 
“Civilization, Pirates! and Alpha SeniChng serieyam ye prend Dade ane 
Is learning in the process, is fun. But being 
: Centauri. But not hair. taught something isn't fun and isn't a part of 
ASS = our games. 
Atomic Firstly, what is a game designer? Sid Meier Oh, yeah. We think, ‘Wouldn't it @tomic Okay, but perhaps the unique 
Sid Meier Well, a game designer comes up be cool to play a game about pirates?’ The strategies they employ in Civilization might 
with the original concept and tries to identify next step, obviously, is ‘Okay, how do we teach them something about themselves? 
the key points — ‘What is the experience do that?’ As a direct example, for Pirates!, Sid Meier Yeah, | think so. | think games in 
going to be like for the player? What are the we wanted a bunch of different mechanics, general are an opportunity to go to places 
payoffs and rewards? What kind of decisions because there’s so many cool aspects to and try out roles that you might not have 
is the player going to be making?’ That sort ; 
of thing. Civilization was developed by a team of ‘seven or eight’, as 


opposed to'the 70 or 80 strong teams of today’s-games. 


AtOMIC Would you say you have 

a unique approach to game design? 

Sid Meier Mine is definitely a very ‘hands- 
on’ approach. | like to do a lot of the 
programming. | get involved in 
some very simple art that | make 
and stick in, and so on. Other 
designers might be involved 

in creating storyboards; | think 

it kind of depends on what the 
particular skills of the designer are. 
But I’m a programmer, so |’m more 
hands-on than conceptual. 


@tcOmMiIC But the concept 
is the first thing you work 
out, right? 
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the chance to experience in real life. You'll 
probably never lead a great civilisation 

in your life, but you get to experience it. 
That's the essential fun of computer games 
— travelling somewhere in your imagination 
that’s fun and exciting, and you kind of 
wonder what it would be like to be a pirate, 
and so on. 


@tCOMIC You seem to like experimenting 
with history. 

Sid Meier For me, it’s always been the 
question of reading about history, and I’ve 
wondered, ‘What would | have done in this 
situation?’ Could | have done a better job? 
Would | have made the same decision? 
What would have happened?’ A game like 
Civilization lets you explore those kinds of 
questions - what if the Romans had pursued 
amore peaceful strategy? Or the Mongols 
had not tried to conquer everybody, but 
just tried working on being nice guys? In 

no other form of entertainment can you 
explore those kinds of things. And those 
are interesting questions to me and a lot of 
game players. ‘Let’s see what | would have 
done in that situation.’ 


atomic Which obviously requires a lot 
of room for player experimentation. How do 
you ensure that kind of replayability is there? 
Sid Meier Well, one way is that we play them 
day and night when we develop them, so 

if it played the same way every time, we'd 


p 
somethin 


be bored stiff. So, it's really something we 
design in from the beginning - random maps 
are one way, a variety of difficulty levels 

are another, different characters you can 
assume, different opponents you can face, 
and that sort of stuff. Also, you need the 
decisions you make to have branches. So 
even if you pick to go in one direction, the 
other direction looks almost as interesting, 
and maybe the next time you play, you might 
go down that other path. So that plants the 
seed of, ‘I'm going to play again and try that 
slightly different play-style.’ 


atomic Does advancing technology 
help or hinder this sort of game design? 
Sid Meier It's definitely a two-edged sword. 
It definitely helps us now that we're doing 
3D games, because we have control of the 
camera. We can do a lot of cool stuff in 3D 
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son isn’t fun an 
isn't a part of our games. 
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that we couldn't do in 2D. We're no longer 
limited by memory or screen resolution, so it 
gives you that sort of stuff. But expectations 
have gone up, people are playing better 
games, and that’s what they’re expecting. 
So that puts us on notice that we’ve got to 
make even better games. 


@toOmiG Does the struggle to remain 
technologically competitive impact upon 
your design? 

Sid Meier Not really. We don't choose 
a game concept because it 
can take advantage of a 
particular technology, or 
look cool in a particular 
way. | think that 
technology, used properly, 
is just a powerful too! to 
bring gameplay ideas to 
life. At the end of the day, 
| still think gameplay is 
the most important thing. 
But whereas hardcore 
gamers in years passed 
were more willing to use 
their imagination to fill 
in entire worlds from 
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pixels, now people just expect things to be 
rendered and brought to life in a much more 
realistic and exciting way. 


atomic Finally, you're a well-known 
designer. Why do you think we don’t see any 
new ‘name’ game designers these days? 
Sid Meier Well, the team sizes have certainly 
gone up. And games have always been 

a team effort, but in the early days we made 
games like Civilization with seven or eight 
people. Now we're talking about 70 or 80 
people. So the impact of the designer has 
been diluted somewhat. Also, in the early 
days, most of us were also programmers, so 
maybe we were a little more hands-on, and 
our games thus reflected our personalities 
more clearly than today’s games. | still think 
Will Wright's games bear his stamp as 

a designer, though. 


LVHO 


Looking at 
tech from 
the inside 


Ethernet over power 


Ashton Mills sends a transmission or two down the 
powerline, while screaming ‘I have the power!’ 


| t's just as well we have the two-team tandem 
of Ethernet networking and wireless. After all, 
this gives us the option of building fast networks 
wired throughout the home or office, or reasonably 
wireless for when cables are ugly or impractical. 

Except, wireless frequently sucks. Obstacles 
and range are a big problem, especially between 
floors, so what can you do when both wired and 
wireless doesn’t cut it for your needs? 

No problem! Use the network built into every 
home in the country, and even into every room. 


I've got the power! 


Oh yeah, Snap had it way back in the ’90s, but 


you have it too. House wiring already, by nature, 
connects pretty much every room in the house — 
if you could tap into that network of wires, then 
you have a home network without ever installing 
cable or buying wireless devices. 

Which is exactly what Ethernet over power does, 
otherwise known as powerline communication 
(PLC) devices. 

But how do they work? 


Modulation and noise 


Moving data over your home wiring is a little 
different than over a network as you know it. With 
your LAN, electrical bits and bytes are the data 


travelling over your network. But in the electrical 
wiring of your home, electricity itself is a source of 
noise and interference. So how do these devices 
send and receive data? 

According to the HomePlug Alliance it’s 
a rather complex boffin-esque science that’s been 
under development for decades and only recently 
became viable due to the ever increasing speed of 
processors. The ASIC chips in PLC devices over 
the last few years have seen the original 14Mb/s 
PLC devices jump to 85Mb/s thanks to improved 
chipsets and, while not in Australia yet, 200Mb/s 
units can now be purchased in the US — yep, that's 
twice the (theoretical) speed of all 10/100 Ethernet, 
through the wiring in your home. 

All up it’s not too far removed from the way 
your ADSL modem works, dividing the available 
frequency spectrum that common electrical wiring 
supports up into, at most, a thousand ‘narrow 
band carriers’. The biggest difference here is that 
excessive noise and electrical disturbance from alll 
the appliances in a home is assumed and dealt 
with, and that the data is sent and received in sync 
with the pulse frequency of the electrical circuit (AC 
SOHz in Australia). 

To filter through all the noise, and allocate 
usable channels for data — not to mention handle 
overlapping channels from multiple PLC networks 
(such as in an apartment block) — the processor 
performs nifty signal processing techniques to 
maximise available bandwidth. This is known 
as ‘windowed’ Orthogonal Frequency Division 
Multiplexing (OFDM) and is used to partition the 
available frequency into useable ‘carriers’, and 
determine which ones have the best SNR (signal 
to noise) ratio. 

The result is networkable plugs that can talk to 
each other at speed, with reasonable latency, and 
at up to 200 metres away. 

Additionally with the demand for VoIP, gaming, 
and video over networks more recent PLC devices 
include QoS to prioritise these packets over the 
network. Moreover, as house wiring doesn’t 
always stay just in your house, as with apartments, 
all PLC devices usually include the ability to 
encrypt data as well. 


Performance 


It's definitely one of the genuinely useful inventions, 
that’s clear, but how does it perform? 

While the new 200Mb/s units aren't available 
in Australia at the moment we got our hands 
on pairs of 85Mb/s units from Netgear and 


POWER OVER ETHERNET 


Wait, are those words in the right order? Yes indeed, while Ethernet over power is certainly nifty, the reverse is also possible. 

Power over Ethernet can bundle power over the same twisted-pair Ethernet cable infrastructure and effectively support up to almost 13W over the line 
in addition to carrying data. It's a similar concept to the way your phone gets power and transmits through the POTS network, and is commonly used for 
IP telephones, webcams, surveillance cameras, WANs, switches and anywhere for which a local power source is hard to come by or impractical. The site 
www.poweroverethernet.com catalogues 18 pages of PoE products, if you want to find out more. 
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Network type Latency | Time to copy (500MB) 
Gigabit LAN (1000Mb/s) 0.035 | 14s 
| 100Mb LAN (100Mb/s) 0.054 52s | 
| Netcomm XP285 (85Mb/s) | 3.1ms 4:09 
| Netgear XE104 (85Mb/s) | 5.1ms | 5:58 — 


A As you can see, Ethernet over power can’t compete with regular 100Mb/s Ethernet. 
It does get the job done though. 


millisecond of latency in online games, you can’t tell the 
chipset from Intellon, so we were expecting similar results _ difference when browsing the Internet, chatting, emailing 
from these two. 

Both latency and transfer rates were measured using a 
500MB file between two Linux boxes in separate rooms, 
and the averages calculated. The same test was done on 
Gigabit and 100Mb LAN for comparison (see table above). 

The first thing to note is that the PLC devices introduce 
latency, which is understandable given the complex 
| signal processing and modulation to the AC circuit they 
perform. In terms of transfer speeds the results indicate a 
low throughout, approximately 16Mb/s for the Netcomm : 
device. Just as with 100Mb and Gigabit LAN you don’t d Soe 
| actually get the rated speeds due to protocol overheads, . 2e 
| quality of cabling etc and the same 
is true with the PLC devices. However, this is 
still a bit low. To be fair we think this is more t 
a reflection of the wiring here (which has been known to 
| blow bulbs) and the fact we have a /ot , 
of gear running off the circuits. 

The Netgear devices are slower than Netcomm, but 
where the Netcomm XP285 has a single RU45 port per 
device (think of the powerline connection literally as an 
extension of the LAN cable) the Netgear XE104 pair each 
include a built-in four-port switch, which might add 
to the latency. 

There are of course many factors that 
can impact performance: the quality of 
the house wiring; the number and type of 
appliances drawing power (motors, such 
| as air conditioning, vacuum cleaners and so 
| on especially cause interference); distance; etc. 
| Naturally, PLC devices shouldn't 
| be placed on power filters or 
power boards, as these too will 
limit performance. 

Unless you're streaming video, or notice every 


| 
| Netcomm to test. Generally 85Mb/s PLC devices use a 


heavy file transfers, and here’s hoping the new 200Mb 
devices will improve this further. 


Place two of 
these side by side or 
overlapping (you need at least 
two to make a network). 


or downloading through a powerline network. The speeds 
and latencies are enough for pretty much anything except 


Already a pair in this shot. 


BROADBAND OVER POWER 


Looking beyond the small wiring of your home, the principles of Ethernet over power are also available on 
the power network itself. Broadband over power lines (BPL) delivers Internet access through the power grid 
requiring, similar to DSL, a BPL modem on the other end. It has obvious benefits in that households are 
already networked. 

PLC devices and BPL often go hand in hand, with broadband coming into the home and being delivered to 
PCs through PLC devices and power points. Which ultimately is pretty damn cool. Imagine moving a PC into a 
room and plugging into one power point for power, and then into the one next to it for Internet access and the 
| home network, no other wires required. 

BPL has seen trials in Tasmania and NSW, but otherwise isn’t available. It is however available in both the 
| US and Europe in some locations, but hasn't yet seen widespread adoption. This is no doubt in part to the 
hurdles of the infrastructure, with power lines being a notoriously bad source of noise — the biggest stumbling 
block for effective bandwidth through any wired communication. It also interferes with short wave radio, 
which doesn’t endear itself to radio enthusiasts and long range communication services, which can include 
| government and military infrastructure. 
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NETWORKING 


home networking... 
.. Without the work 


Introducing the latest member of 
the NetComm HomePlug family 


The NP290W Wireless 
Turbo Homeplug 


NetComm’s Turbo Homeplug range make 
networking easy and now with our new 
NP290W WirelessTurbo HomePlug we're 
making wireless networking easy. 


The NP290W is perfect for extending 
Wireless access to areas that were 
previously inaccessible to wireless routers 
due to thick walls or multi-story buildings. 


Using the existing electrical wiring of your 
home all you have to do is connect an 
NP285 Homeplug into your modem/router 
(provided in the NP295 Starter Pack) plug 
it into the wall and then plug an NP290W 
where you want to extend your wireless 
coverage and voila, you're ready to go.* 


With a data rate of up to 54Mbps wiress 
and 85Mbps HomePlug to HomePlug. The 
NetComm Homeplug range is the clear and 


easy choice for home networking. 
*A minimum of 2 homeplugs are required to form a network 


See www.netcomm.com.au for stockists 


NEILOMM” 


www. netcornn.COln.all 
NetComm Ltd., Unit 1, 2-6 Orion Road, 
Lane Cove NSW 2066 


Phone: (02) 9424 2070 Fax: (02) 9424 2010 
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The advertising billboards are just waiting to get 
filled up for your consumer benefit. 
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world around us 


Discrete or discreet 


Tim Dean sees in-game advertising as inevitable, but maybe we can make it work for us. 


U s gamers are a notoriously difficult bunch to pin down. By advertisers 
that is. Those poor multi-million dollar behemoths of 20th century 
media slowly coming to grips with the fact that a lot of people under the age 
of 35 are simply slipping through their carefully woven nets. 

We don’t watch as much television as older generations. Cinema 
attendance is dropping. Online advertising just isn't getting through due to the 


likes of Firefox and my favourite extensions, Adblock 
and Flashblock. The advertisers just can’t find a way 
to get to us. 

However, our days in advertising limbo might 
be numbered. The advertisers are on to us. They've 
figured out that we'd rather spend our leisure time 
in a virtual world rather than the lowest common 
denominator world of mainstream media. They 
know we like to play games. 

And that means in-game advertising. 

Talk about in-game advertising has been going 
on for a few years now (we talked about it last issue 
in fact!), but we haven't really seen it rolled out in 
earnest. As far as | know, there's only a handful of 
games that have in-game ads, such as Splinter Cell, 
Anarchy Online, Need for Speed Carbon, Worms 
3D, a few off-road racing games from Ratbag and 
several others. Some pretty big titles there, but only 
a relatively small proportion of games all up. 


But this is only the beginning. Now that Microsoft's Massive Inc. has signed 
a big deal with Electronic Arts, we'll start seeing more in-game ads in popular 
titles, with more to come. 
This troubles me. It’s 
not that I’m averse to 
advertising in general — 
| appreciate that 
advertising pays for 
a lot of content | take 
for granted. |’m troubled 
| because this is a new 
medium for advertising 


Taking a Sprite by | 
stealth in Splinter Cell 


“> to take 
some time for 
advertisers to 
find the right 
balance o 
ads and 
content. 
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and |'m sure it’s going to take some time for the advertisers and publishers to 
find the right balance between ads and content. 

Surely it’s going to be tempting for publishers to slap a slew of ads in their 
games and try to squeeze every cent of potential revenue out of it. This’ll 
probably lead to a few gamers being turned off, but if the revenue from the 
ads more than offsets the people who leave, then the publisher, and in-game 


‘ € \t'sgoing 


advertising, wins in the end. 

Ideally, it would work both ways. The ads would 
not intrude on the gameplay, so gamers won't be 
turned off, but the publisher still earns a few extra 
(hundreds of thousands of) bucks in the process. 
If that money is reinvested in future game contracts 
then I’m fine with that. 

The approach | support is what | call ‘discrete 
or discreet’ advertising. In order for ads not to taint 
or compromise the gameplay they either have to 
be kept separate, which means limits on product 
placement so we’re not overwhelmed with too 
many obtuse product placements; or they need 
to be subtle, so no elves spending DKP on Nike 
Boots of the Tiger. 

With this approach, there’d be room for the 
occasional billboard or drink machine with a real 
ad on it, but the content of the game is not overly 
shaped by the advertising itself. Hopefully the 


publishers will respect the fact we've already paid for this game and we don’t 
want to pay further by having to push through ads to get to the content. 


In-game advertising still makes me uneasy, but 
| accept its inevitability. | only hope it doesn’t take too 
long for the advertisers and games publishers to find 
an acceptable balance that doesn’t make us resort 
to an adblocker for our gaming - because, so help us, 
we will if we have to. 


If Tim doesn’t want to hear from you, you'll 
never get through to him. But give it a try... 
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cAS 3 3-3-8 


Also available in 

DDRII 800 Value Series 

Ultra DDRII 800 4 4-4-12 

Ultra DDRII 1066 PLUS 5 5-5-15 
(AMD Enhanced 4 5-5-10) 


AMI Technologies (Aust) Pty Ltd 
Australian Sole Distributor 
Dealer Enquiries 02 9763 2122 
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Craig Simms throws his bag of benchmarks at six monstrous gaming PCs. 


A n off-the-shelf PC roundup in Atomic? Well it’s happened before, 
as some of the old fogies in our readership may remember. 
Interestingly though, the market for off the shelf power has reduced since 
we last looked, enthusiasts no doubt opting to build their own. That's 
probably our fault. Sorry. 

Still, the few that remain must know what they're doing, right? And 
there’s always the extra security of a shop warranty and a pre-tested, 
working build to keep you smiling. With margins so razor thin these days, 
you can also guarantee a bit of a bargain. 

Oh, and apparently performance PCs have to be black. Mostly. 


\"] 


Price $5998 Supplier www.baddog.com.au Warranty 3 year, next business 


day onsite 


Specs X6800, EVGA 8800GTX; EVGA 680i; 2GB Corsair PC2-8500; Antec 
PlusView Il case; ASUS AGEIA; Thermaltake Blue Orb II; Thermaltake 
iFlash; Thermaltake Power Express; 500W Antec Smart Power PSU; 2x 


is also well kept, with 
llent littl 


COVERFEAT URE 


A full machine requires a full suite of tests, kept within the realms of 
limited page space. To that end we’ve used 3DMark06 to cover the 
synthetic CPU/GPU side of things, WinRAR for CPU/HDD (in which we 
compressed the 3DMark06 install directory, a total of 1.23GB at default 
settings), Cinebench 9.5 for pure CPU grunt, HDTach for HDD speed, 
SiSoft Sandra for memory bandwidth and Call of Duty 2 for real world 
gaming results. 

So let’s see what the nation’s fiercest competitors bring to the table, 
while keeping things under the $6000 mark. 
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Price: $2590 Supplier www.ticomputers.com.au Warranty: 2 year parts, 

5 year labour Limited RTB Warranty 

Specs: E6600; Palit 8800GTS; Gigabyte 965P-DS3; 2GB Kingston PC2-5300; 

iCute S901-5G1-BB case; Intel HSF; 600W CoolerMaster iGreen PSU; 
2x 320GB See 7200. Outs: LG GSA-H22 ebe: 


all about. 
one of the 
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gston RAM running at 533MHz, 

PSU is adequate and provides more 
his combined with the gargantuan 
needs to be. 


Price: $3669 Supplier www.pacstarcomputer.com.au Warranty: 3 year, 
onsite Specs: E6700; 2x ATI X1950XTX in CrossFire; ASUS P5W DH Deluxe; 
1GB Corsair PC2-5400; Powerhouse H-16B case; Intel HSF; Seasonic $12+ 

550W PSU; 2x 36GB Western Digital Raptors; Lite-On SHM165P6S ODD. 


ve 600HHz, 
3.5" bays of 


he usual hardware associated apps. 
ing, unfortunately the execution and 
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Price: $5499 Supplier www.enspiredigital.com.au Warranty: 1 year parts and 
labour onsite Specs: QX6700; Gainward 8800GTX; ASUS P5W DH Deluxe; 
2GB OCZ PC2-8000; Antec P180B case; Thermalright Ultra 120 HSF; 700W FSP 
FS700-GLN PSU; 2x 74GB Western Digital Raptors; 500GB Western Digital 
HDD; Lite-On SHD16P1S ODD. 


KEYBOARD 


YOUR MOST LETHAL WEAPON 


You use specialised equipment for different sports, 
so why do you use the same keyboard your mum 
uses, when you're gaming? 


Zboard™ is comprised of 3 parts: a permanent Keyboard Base, a Gaming Keyset for playing Shooter and 
Action games and a Standard Keyset for typing. Zboard™ is complimented by limited edition, game-specific 
Keysets that are released at launch with the latest & hottest games. The Zboard™ takes your gaming 
experience to new heights! 
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You can even get 
game specific 
swappable keysets 
for all of today’s 
top titles. 
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CHECKOUT WWW .ZBOARD.COM FOR MORE INFORMATION AND YOUR LOCAL RETAILER. 
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Price: $5199 Supplier www.altech.com.au Warranty: 1 year, RTB (1/2/3 years 
onsite available) 

Specs: QX6700; MSI 8800GTX; ABIT AW9D-MAX; 2GB Corsair PC2-6400; 
Antec 900 case; Zalman CNPS9700 HSF; Silverstone Zeus 850W PSU; 

ax 250GB Seeguien Gene Os; seed SH-W162Z. 
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Price: $5,9 999 Supplier www.pluscorp.com.au Warranty: 1 year 
manufacturers RTB 

Specs: QX6700; 2x Inno3D 8800GTX in SLI; BFG 680i; 2GB GEIL PC2-6400; 
Lian-Li PC-B20 case; Zalman CNPS9700 HSF; Seasonic $12+ 650W PSU; 2x 
Sonee dese oe HDDs; Sony AW-G170A ODD. 
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We were surprised by the variety of machines that were submitted for the 
roundup — we were expecting all super power machines, and instead got 
a wonderful amount of variety and options. 

Quietness was definitely a weak point — we regularly build test benches 
that are quieter in open air than pretty much all of these machines — but 
then again we have access to a greater variety of parts and don’t have to 


LETHAL REDEFINED 
MERG™ Gaming Keyboard is a 
premium hybrid keyboard that features 


an integrated game pad powered by 
ZEngine™ Technology. 


This unit- evolved after killer feedback from some of 
the world’s top PG gaming teams, and some of Asia's 
largest guilds. Featuring a stellar gaming terrain with 
A4 gaming specific keys crossed with a true keyboard. 


CHECKOUT WWIW.ZBOARD.COM FOR MORE 
INFORMATION AND YOUR LOCAL RETAILER. 
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worry about contracts, brands, advertising or purchasing in bulk. 

The arguments for building your own PC are still strong — greater 
selection of components, control over your own build, maybe the slightest 
bit cheaper — but looking at most of these competitors they make a strong 
case for simply buying off the shelf. Of course the average Joe won't 
spend $6,000 on their PC — but it’s certainly a good indication of which 
companies know their stuff, and who to trust when it’s time for a new PC. 


A dedicated 
gaming terrain 
combines 
34 gaming keys, 
a deadly central 
“butterfly” 
layout, three 
thumb keys and 


11 weapon keys. 
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NVIDIA’s newest graphics revolution is all about speed, 
beauty and speed. Craig Simms attempts to digest its 
insane magnificence. 


inally — the very first DirectX 10 part. Mind you it doesn’t have drivers yet for DirectX 10 - nor are 
there any DirectX 10 games to benchmark it on. In fact, at the time of writing there aren't even final 
Vista drivers, so this decidedly next-gen card can't actually be tested in a next-gen environment, 
reducing this to half a review, the other half to be covered when the equipment actually exists. 

The 8800 series — or ‘G80’ as it is known — is the culmination of four years of work, according to 
NVIDIA. Whether this is four years of real work, or sort of like Spielberg's Jurassic Park was 65 million 
years in the making, is unanswered. At the very least it puts it in development when the GeForce FX was 
released — indicating it has been at least thinking about it for a long time. 

Of course things have changed in the graphics world since then — and this part is the culmination of such 
advances. DirectX 10, Shader Model 4.0 and as a consequence, a unified shader pipeline. There has also 
been the usual upping of specs - 768MB of memory and a 384-bit interface for the GTX, 640MB/320-bit 
for the GTS. The reason for the odd numbers is that apparently, in cost versus performance, NVIDIA found 
more memory or a fatter pipe to shove it down to show little performance gain at this stage. 

The 8800 curiously still uses GDDR3 while AMD (as ATI is now known) has been making inroads with 
Fi GDDR4 - presumably as a cost cutting measure. Even more curiously it is still a 9Onm part. Perhaps 
NVIDIA did not want to risk a performance lead by going with a die shrink and consequently needing to 
iron out all the bugs. 

No doubt NVIDIA is hankering for a die shrink though, as this 681+ million transistors (well over double 
the 7900GTX) has created the biggest GPU we've ever seen at 484mm‘, big enough that Logan ran away 
screaming, ‘That's no GPU - it’s a space station!’ We've been trying to find his medication, but we think he 
may have flushed it during what we refer to now as only ‘the Supreme Commander RAM incident’. 


The hardware 


The GTX is seriously huge, at a massive 28cm long it potentially won't fit in some cases, and hangs 
convincingly over the motherboard. The GTS is a slightly more sane at 24cm, about the size of a 7900GTX. 
While the fan is impressively quiet, the card does get very hot. Its sheer weight also means that when 
plugging it into a PCI-E slot it tilts convincingly to one side if not secured to the back bracket of a case. 
Make no mistakes, this is a big sucker. 
Okay, so we expect things to get bigger and hotter by now, so what exactly is new in the next 
generation, from which Jonathan Frakes is starkly absent? 
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Texture Units 


Same difference 


For one, there’s a second SLI connector, although SLI still only requires 
the one connector — all NVIDIA would say was that it was for ‘future stuff’ 
— quite possibly meaning a dedicated physics processor, triple SLI or simply 

GPGPU shenanigans like AMD seems to be up to these days. 

A second chip sits between the core and video outputs, and has been 
happily labelled NVIO - it contains the TDMS logic, handling such things as 
DVI/TV output and HDCP. It was split out from the core to minimise cost, 
and no doubt to reduce size. 

Another change is the requirement for two PCI-E power connectors to 
be hooked in — and be warned, if you don’t give it the juice it demands 
the card makes a god-awful squeal that is so painfully obnoxious it will 
likely abort foetuses in a 50 kilometre radius. Don’t get between a baby 
and its bottle. 

The GTX has been quoted as being able to draw a max 177W of power, 
while the younger sibling GTS only pulls 147W. Either way, make sure you 
have a significantly beefy PSU with enough PCI-E power connectors or 
a glut of molex so you can use a convertor. 


Shade me happy 


We mentioned unified shaders — well what in Bellamy are they? In previous 
generation cards, there were two shader pipelines — vertex and pixel. Things 
were treated serially, so the vertices had to be manipulated before the pixel 
processors could get to work. Typically the number of vertex pipelines is 
smaller (eight in the 7900GTX, compared to 24 pixel processors). 

Because of these discrete components, this intrinsically means that during 
some scenes power is not being used — if a scene is particularly pixel shader 
heavy, then the vertex processors may lie near dormant, or if a scene is vertex 
shader heavy, the power of the pixel processors is wasted. These are of 
course extreme situations, with scenes likely to be a mix of the two, but the 
potential for bottlenecks exists. 

The solution is generic units capable of processing either pixel or 
vertex shaders, with the allocation being decided on by a thread manager 


i] The core is nothing short of freaking monolithic, with the 
bi NVIO chip to the left providing all your display joys. 


— GigaThread, as NVIDIA calls it, or the ‘Thread Arbiter’ (PR marketing term 
pending) in AMD speak. DirectX 9 titles will operate happily on this system, the 
process being transparent to the game. 

Except of course as this is all new tech, the shader units also handle a few 
new tricks - GPGPU and geometry shader instructions. 


Geometry is such a lonely word 


There's a new shader that’s come to play in DX10 - the geometry shader. 
Whereas a vertex shader allows you to move individual vertices, and a pixel 
shader works on a per pixel basis, the geometry shaders alter an entire triangle 
and its surrounding vertices. This allows for some fancy and computationally 
fast deformations of meshes, and that surface can be tessellated — or basically, 
more triangles within that triangle can be created on the fly, feasibly to allow 
more realistic deformations with more gradual transitions, although no doubt 
other applications exist. 

Geometry shaders aren't limited to distortion though. They can also be 
used for creation — or indeed, deletion. For example, a shadow shape can 
be extruded from a mesh, distorted appropriately based on light sources, 
and shifted to be geometrically accurate. You could even take a vertex and 
generate entire triangles around it if you wanted to. The whole idea is simply an 
attempt to reduce the amount of data transferred between CPU and GPU - so 
an entire mesh can now be created from a single vertex on GPU, rather than 
the CPU attempting to jam the completed information down a limited bus. 


The tech 


NVIDIA has called these unified shader processors ‘stream processors’, or 
SPs. The SPs are scalar, meaning one pixel element can be handled per 
processor. So it would take four SPs to do the red, green, blue and alpha 
elements of a pixel. NVIDIA is claiming high efficiency of these processors, 
whether instructions are issued in vector or scalar, which is part of the reason 
for G80's new found speed. 

The SPs have been given a clock speed of 1850MHz on the GTX and 
1200MHz on the GTS. At the moment as far as overclocking is concerned 
the SPs will scale with the core clock. Future versions of nTune should allow 
independent clocking. 

To compare, the pixel shaders in the RADEON X1K series take an input 
of three component vector (RGB) and one scalar (alpha), and can process 
two vector and scalar instructions per clock cycle. We're unsure how many 
instruction the SPs can handle per cycle as NVIDIA didn’t get back to us by 
press time, needless to say even if we did know, the architectural differences 
would make such a direct comparison moot. 

Whereas the total number of units the 7900GTX had were 32 combined, 
ATI had 56 on the X1900XTX (48 pixel, eight vertex) the 8800GTX offers 
a maddening 128 units, double what AMD is rumoured to be offering on 
the R600. 
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Decoupling texture addressing from math operations has helped speed things up. 


Whether or not the stream processors can even be compared to AMD's 
unified shader processors remains to be seen. Most likely not, as the 
architecture is looking like it'll be radically different, and consequently 
directly incomparable. 

Whereas G80 is NVIDIA's first play at the unified shader table, AMD has 
experience through the Xenos chip in the Xbox 360 and so R600 will be 
its second generation unified architecture. R600 should be with us, fingers 
crossed, right at the end of January. Until then, and indeed until a DirectX 10 
game becomes available, the picture won't be fully painted. 

Also helping out is decoupled shader math/texture operations — in the past 
texture processing would be pinned to its associated shader math operations, 
meaning that when a texture was being addressed/fetched/filtered that extra 
math couldn't be done until the texture operation was finished. 


eo 
Champagne quality 
NVIDIA is also claiming for the first time that it beats AMD in the HQV image 
quality tests, as well as claiming unrivalled IQ in 3D. This is courtesy of what 
it is branding ‘Lumenex’. On the video side it means PureVideoHD, offering 
spatial temporal deinterlacing and Inverse Telecine for VC-1 and H.264 
sources, extra noise reduction and edge enhancement. 

On the 3D side this simply means 128-bit HDR, 16xAA on one card 
(courtesy of the new coverage sample antialiasing), high quality anisotropic 
filtering and finally HDR+AA capable hardware from NVIDIA. As part of this, 
NVIDIA also claims to have solved the ‘shimmering’ problem that affected 
complex textures such as a floor made up of millions of pebbles in its previous 
generation cards. 

There are also new AA modes, as well as new methods of application 

— where in the past you either let the application or the driver decide on the 
level of AA applied, with the new ForceWare you can choose ‘enhanced’ 

— basically letting the application choose whether AA is on or off, but the 
level of AA is set in the control panel. This allows the game to choose which 
surfaces are antialiased, and should increase compatibility across games that, 
say, have a limit of 4xAA in their settings, but you want to force 16xAA through 
the control panel. 


Quantum leap 


QuantumFXx is the other buzzword being bandied about, being NVIDIA's brand 
for physics — it doesn't actually seem to be a language as such, just simply a 


branding to say that GPGPU can do physics - whether HavokFX or otherwise. 


Demonstrations 


Three demos were shown off at the press tour in Taipei that we attended — at 
the time of writing they’re still not available for download, although some flash 
animated versions can be found at www.nvidia.com/page/geforce8.html. 
The first was ‘Cascades’, a procedurally generated spiral rock column 

that had no end, so you could comfortably pan up and down infinitely. All the 
equations for this were done on card, meaning the CPU didn’t feel a thing. 
instanced dragonflies buzzed around — instancing has received a bit of an 
overhaul in DX10 allowing greater efficiency and variability between instances, 
so NVIDIA was keen to show this. The scene could be rotated and zoomed 
in any direction, and clicking on any point of the rock would start a waterfall 

~ the most incredible waterfall you’ve seen. A shader darkens the rock and 
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Cascades showed off how: 
impressive shaders haves i 
become since the GeForce 


enhances the specular lighting to make it look wet. Particles of water start 
flying down from the point of origin, and hit the ground. A mist shader begins, 
increasing in volume dependent on how far down and how large the waterfall 
is. The water flows around obstacles wherever it hits, obeys gravity, and pool 
in crevices. The drops split further apart the further you are down the waterfall 
as in real life, and when you switch it off the water runs off the scene, perfectly 
aware of how much volume needs to be gotten rid of. A drying shader then 
begins on the rocks to return them to their normal hue. 

It looked the tiniest bit unnatural in terms of flowing downhill - it appeared 
to be ‘floating’ above the terrain a little, most likely due to following actual 
geometry rather than the bump mapped result — but it is simply unrivalled by 
what we've seen so far. 

Next was ‘Froggy’, a scene featuring a frog on a log in a bog. Well, a lake 
anyway. The purpose was to show off geometry shaders, both in shadows 
and the ability to do mesh distortions — particularly the frog's expanding throat 
as it croaked. Light cast from a lantern created geometrically accurate shapes, 
and you can pull selected bits of the frog’s mesh to distort it, like the lips, 
throat, eyelids and body, and then freeze the distortion in place. 

More impressive for 3D geeks is the fact that both the frog’s eyes were 
entirely raytraced in realtime. 

Finally there was ‘Smoke in a box’, as a ball of smoke flew around in 
a glass box under its own impetus, dashing itself against the glass, its 
trails disappearing in liquid flame in Disney-esque fashion. It was certainly 
an impressive display of smoke physics, however the alpha around the 
edges didn’t seem quite right, and it occasionally discoloured beyond 
monochromatic for some indefinable reason. Mind you this isn’t so much 
a slight on the card as on the effect itself, and overall it showed huge promise 
for future games. ) 


The frog actually looks at 

you angrily when you start 
distorting his body. Those eyes 
« are 100 percent raytraced. 
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NVIDIA also showed off its ‘Adrienne’ demo, in which ‘America’s Next Top 
Model 2003’ winner Adrienne Curry has been rendered by the card. While 

at the time the demo was unfinished, it was still impressive, complete with 
modifiers for expressions (using geometry tessellation for subtle effect), an oily 
skin filter and reflections and colour shifts in the hair. In fact 3D graphics have 
now reached the point where nothing looks noticeably out of place. We have 
to keep reminding ourselves that the image is impressive and is not simply 
every day normal vision. 


Benchpressing 


With a Gigabyte 8800GTX in one hand, an MSI 8800GTX in the other, an 
ASUS 8800GTS on the left foot, an XFX 8800GTS on the right, an EVGA 
680i motherboard in the mouth and a Core 2 Duo X6800 down our pants, 
we put them all together and went about hammering out the performance 
of the cards. 

Sadly, from ForceWare 95.xx on, the classic control panel has completely 
gone, leaving us with the appallingly designed new panel. While you eventually 
get used to it, the usability and design is hideous and desperately needs 
a rework. Fortunately the classic tree view is still there, but it should be moved 


6000 8000 


We've just told you how wickedly fast NVIDIA’s latest graphics chip is, so why 
not experience it for yourself. We have one 8800GTX (worth $1049) and one 
8800GTS (worth $749) to give away, thanks to the sexy people over at Albatron. 
All you have to do to be in the running is visit the competition URL above and 
answer the following question: 


Q: How many stream processors does the GeForce 8800GTX have? 
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to the left and the annoying ‘help’ panel set off by default. Even if AMD's panel 
is bloated and slow, at least you can find everything easily. 

The conirol panel is also now treated as a universal area for NVIDIA 
applications, with nTune and NVIDIA's BIOS update tool integrating into the 
panel when installed. 

All overclocking is now handled through nTune, however it hasn’t been 
updated yet to properly handle 680i (it responds with a warning requesting 
an nForce 2 or higher) and the fan control for the 8800GTX is busted, which 
would be handy as these cards get amazingly hot. 

Of course for the first time ever we can actually run an NVIDIA part with 
HDR+AA in 3DMark06, and so have chosen to take advantage of this. Using 
the 97.02 drivers for 8800GTX and GTS, and Catalyst 6.11 for X1950XTX 
comparison we put it through 3DMark06 4xAA 8xAF, Call of Duty 2 and Half- 
Life 2 at 1280x1024, 1600x1200 and 1920x1200. 


Conclusion 


The 8800 dominated, the GTX on average ending 
up 1.63 times faster than the X1950XTX, the GTS 
1.24 times faster. In fact with the 8800GTX having 
a street price of $909.30, the 8800GTS $693.80, 
and the X1950XTX at $630.50, it actually ends 

up as good value. At 1.63 times the performance 
for 1.44 times the cost, we say yes please. And 
considering it’s NVIDIA, it can only get better with 
driver revisions, and the inevitable price drops. © 
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shop atomic 


www .atomicmpc.com.au/shopatomic 


You've read about the latest and greatest kit. You've 
compared, and decided what you want. Now you want 
the best price. Shop Atomic searches all the top 
retailers in the country to find that price for you. Never 
leave the comfort of one site. You know it makes sense. 
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Win 1 of 10 ZBoard Fangs! 


www.atomicmpc.com.au/competitions 


Think you’re good? Well, you probably are. But you could be better. Think about 
that for a while. Think about it long enough and you'll want to know how. 

It’s actually pretty easy. Just grab a ZBoard Fang and you're instantly better. 
With 41 specially placed keys (not including the 11 strategically positioned 
weapon keys), a compact design, support for seven simultaneous keystrokes 
and ZBoard’s own Z Engine technology, you'll be ready for any gaming 
challenge. To win one of these boards, just visit the competition link above and 
answer the following question: 


Q: What is the name of the company that makes the ZBoard? 


HARDCORE 


BENCHMARK 


BENCH ASK == 
/| 7) when we test it 


3 DMark05 and 06 are the legs of our bench. As freely downloadable 
tools, they allow people all around the world to compete on a single 
platform, regardless of its indication of real world application, and its 
ability to keep our table stable. 

On the gaming surface, Call of Duty 2 takes first honours in the 
FPS department. Quake 4 follows closely behind for our OpenGL 
benchmarks, taking over from where the venerable Doom 3 left off 
and offering multiple CPU optimisations. Half-Life 2 remains, its 
market penetration simply too huge to ignore. X3: Reunion makes 
an appearance, in an effort to have a benchmark that is not an FPS. 
In the same line, Splinter Cell: Chaos Theory has also been added. 
Other games do exist. Honest. 

All tests are run at 1280x1024, 1600x1200 and 1920x1200 with vsync 
off, to cater for the most popular LCD resolution, CRT resolution and 


those who own widescreen monsters respectively. 
To hit the CPU, we use LAME MT, a multithreaded version of the 


The Atomic Hot Award is 
given only to the best. In our 
roundups, we differentiate 
the best further using the 
following awards: 


VALUE AWARD This means 
the product is the best buy 
price-wise. 

PERFORMANCE AWARD 
Price isn’t a big factor — it just 
has to make our benchmarks 
burn and our eyes water. 


EXTREME AWARD Forget 
everything. If it’s mind- 
blowingly amazing, then 
it'll get an Extreme Award. 


popular MP3 encoder, which is used to 
compress a standard 30-minute WAV file. 
Similarly, VirtualDubMod is used to compress 
a standard 1GB raw video file into XviD at 
1300Kb/s. Other CPU specific tests in our 
stable are Maxon’s CineBench and SuperPi 
Mod. Rounding out the suite, SiSoftware’s 
Sandra tests several subsystems across 
the board, while HDTach and ATTO Disk 
Benchmark helpfully provide hard 

drive scores. 

All these tests are run on a Windows XP 
SP2 platform, running the latest official drivers 
available. Every test is run three times to 
eliminate any oddities that may crop up along 
the way, the final result printed in the magazine 
being an average of those scores. 

Of course, all this is pointless without 
a standard set of hardware, and as such it 
is laid out below for the world to see. On with 
the testing! 


Graphics = 


3DMark05 
Game tests only, 4xAA, 8xAF 
www.futuremark.com 


3DMark06 

Game tests only, 4xAA, 8xAF 
(SM2.0), 8xAF (HDR/SM3.0) 
www.futuremark.com 


Half-Life 2 

Canals custom timedemo, 
4xAA, 8xAF, all details highest, 
HDR off 

www.half-life2.com 


Splinter Cell: Chaos Theory 
Lighthouse Demo, Shader 
Model 3.0, 8xAF, shadow 
resolution high, all features on 
www.splintercell3.com 


X3 Rolling Demo 

High settings, auto quality 
control disabled, glow enabled, 
4xAA, 8xAF 
www.egosoft.com/games/x3/ 
info_en.php 


Call of Duty 2 

Hill 40 — Defend custom 
timedemo, 4xAA, 8xAF, 
all options highest 
www.callofduty2.com 


Quake 4 

High quality, 4xAA, 8xAF, 
Multiple CPU support, 

all options highest 
www.quake4game.com 


BENCHMARKS 


Subsystems 


HDTach 
www.simplisoftware.com 


LAME MT 
softlab.technion.ac.il/ 
project/LAME/html/lame. 
html 


VirtualDubMod 
virtualdubmod.sf.net 


SuperPi Mod 
www.xtremesystems.com/pi 


Cinebench 
www.cinebench.com 


SiSoft Sandra 
www.sisoftware.co.uk 


Everest 
www.lavalys.com 


Others 


DisplayMate 
www.displaymate.com 


ATI Tool www.techpowerup. 
com/atitool 


RivaTuner 
www.guru3d.com/rivatuner 


FRAPS 
www.fraps.com 


CPU-Z www.cpuid.com 


Stress Prime 2004 
sp2004.fre3.com 


ATOMICBENCH Our standard hardware that gets regular labs lovin’. 


A Intel Pentium 955 EE 


MD Athlon 64 FX-60 
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A. ASUS P5N32-SLI Deluxe 


A ASUS A8N32-SLI Deluxe 


A 2GB OCZ PC2-4200EB 


A 2GB OCZ PC-4000EB 


SD 


— 


A Dell 2405FPW 


Western 
Digital’ 


A Western Digital 
1500ADFD 


D@LL 


Alba 


atemic 


PC Case Gear 


A SeasonicS12 600W 


A Albatron 7900GT 


emium Resellers 


Centre Com 

Computers & Parts Land 
MSY Technology Pty. Ltd. 
Scorpion Technology 


Eclipse 


1300 007 600 www.centrecom.com.au 
03 8542 8688 www.cpl.net.au 

03 9560 2288 www.msy.com.au 

1300 726 770 www.scorptec.com.au 


New Cooling Era 


NSW _ ARC Computer 02 9748 8322 


SA 


Aus PC Market 02 9646 8088 
Capitol Computer 02 9281 8890 
Umart International 02 9745 0877 


Adrenalin Computers & Software 08 8410 0777 
DIY L.T. Supply 08 8340 8090 
IT4US Computers & Media 08 8231 7588 


Total Silent Cooling Effect 


New Generation Air Cooling 


- For the latest AMD socket AM2 and Intel Core 2 
Duo 

- Brilliant design cools CPU and its surrounding 
components at the same time 

- Intelligent Fan Speed Controller for steady , 
huge airflow and silent operation 


Wwww.arc.com.au Computer Alliance 07 3421 3200 www.computeralliance.com.au 
www.auspcmarket.com.au Game Dude Computers 07 3387 1500 www.gamedude.com.au 
www.capitolcomputer.com.au Dreamworks IT 07 3396 0544 www.dreamworks.com.au 
www.umart.net Umart Online 07 3369 3928 www.umart.com.au 


www.adrenalin.net.au Austin Computers 08 9201 2788 www.austin.net.au/index.asp 
www.diyit.com.au Trinix Computers 08 9350 1600 www.trinix.com.au 
www. itforus.com.au YNOT Computer Systems 08 9330 7666 www.ycs.net.au 


HEAD TO HEAD 


Bite-sized comparative 


hottest gear 


Cool is cool 


Hanh 


The Daddy Cool of heatsinks, Craig Simms comes back 
again, and is crazy about what he finds. 


T: quote Staind, ‘It’s been a while’. Here we 
are once more, doing a full cooler roundup 
after a notable absence, old Chernobyl being 
dusted off and pulled into service for a double 

eight-hour shift. 

In fact it’s been so long that some readers 
don’t even know what Chernobyl is, slightly 
melted Russian nuclear reactor notwithstanding. 

Chernobyl is what we use to test heatsinks 
at Atomic. She’s four years old, contains 
a Variac, interchangeable copper CPU die 
simulators, and a multimeter, and can generate 
more heat than a fever-ridden Gabrielle ‘the 
Pleasure Machine’ Richens rubbing furiously 
against a strip of Velcro. The prickly side, not 
the soft. We’re kind though, and set it to 80W 

- which translates to around 170°C worth of 
heat output. 

She’s been set at 80W since inception, to 


Gigabyte G-Power Lite 


Supplier Gigabyte 
Website — 
www.gigabyte.com.tw 
RRP STBA Street price $69 
Socket 478/775/754/939/ 
940/AM2 Weight 430g 
Fan size 110mm 

Low speed 2000rpm 

High speed 2450rpm 


Same as the G-Power Pro, 
with different fan speeds and no 
pot. Instead it comes with a resistor 
cable, which reduces speed 

when inserted between cooler 

and motherboard. 


emulate the power consumption of an Athlon 
XP. Although processor TDPs have shifted both 
up and down, the 80W mark has remained 
relevant for two reasons. Firstly, it sits as a nice 
average between high and low end chip power 
consumption on both the AMD and Intel sides, 
and secondly, every heatsink we’ve ever tested 
on Chernobyl was done at 80W - providing an 
unparalleled comparison library of heatsinks 
since 2002. 

Technology moves however, and extended 
use has finally started revealing some chinks 
in Chernobyl’s armour — particularly to do with 
mounting heatsinks — meaning that very soon 
she’ll be put to pasture and a new apparatus 
will need to be constructed. 

Perhaps we'll even continue the tradition 
and call this one ‘Unit 2’, after the Three Mile 
Island reactor. 


Supplier Gigabyte 
Website 
www.gigabyte.com.tw 
RRP STBA Street price $45 
Socket 775 Weight: 590g 
Fan size 94mm 

Low speed: 1700rpm 

High speed: 3500rpm; 
PWM support 


The Neon got up quite 


a pot for variable speed 


a rattle at full speed, with the 
plastic shroud around the 
fan not secured properly. 
Uses Intel twist-lock, and has 


How we test 


Heatsink testing is a simple process: clean CPU 
sim block; apply thermal paste; dial Chernobyl 
up to 80W; thump respective cooler on; short 
the green wire and an earth wire on the main 
power connector of a PSU with a paper clip; 
hook up the associated fan; watch and wait until 
the temperature becomes stable; record value; 
rinse, lather, repeat. All measurements were 
performed at an ambient temperature of 27°C. 


The Intel twist-lock 


The Intel twist-lock is what we call the little 
pegs used on Intel’s reference heatsink that 
secure it to the board. We use the term ‘secure’ 
lightly as they often don’t allow proper contact 
with the CPU, causing thermal control to kick 
in and shutdown the system despite everything 
seeming okay. They’re also difficult to remove, 
and the plastic often breaks. It always puzzles 
us when third party manufacturers feel the 
need to use the same retention mechanism, 

so we've listed below if they do so you can be 
adequately forewarned. 


Terminology 

PWM - Phase Width Modulation — or in short, 
your motherboard, can control the speed of your 
fan when certain set temperatures are reached. 
Pot — not smokeable, short for potentiometer. 
It's a control for user adjusted resistance, in this 
case dictating the fan speed, often in the form of 
a twist knob. 


Control 

We tested the Intel stock sink for Core 2 Quad, 
and the AMD stock sink for FX-62 to give 

a reference point. The Intel sink makes 

a veritable ear splitting amount of racket 

and performed the worst in the roundup, 
threatening to chop up our fingers due to the 
extremely lightweight fan cage. The AMD on 
the other hand was actually reasonably quiet 
and in spite of this managed to perform two 
degrees better. Enter the competitors! 
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Zalman CNPS9500 


Supplier Altech 

Website www.altech.com.au 
RRP $77 Street price $71 

Socket 775, AM2/754/939/940 
Weight 530g Fan size 92mm 
Low speed 1350rpm 

High speed 2650rpm 


An excellent cooler for 

its size. The AT model is 

for 775, the AM2 for AMD 
boards. The only other 
difference is that AM2 has 
its copper nickel-plated, and 
AT uses PWM rather than 

a supplied pot. 


yphoon 


Supplier Thermaltake 
Website www.thermaltake.com.au 
RRP $79 Street price $60 
Socket 775/754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 623g Fan size 92mm 
Speed 2200rpm 

The Mini Typhoon is the 
younger brother of the 
Big Typhoon. The Intel 
bracket is a pain to get 
in, and uses Intel’s 
annoying twist-lock 
design. But it is made of 
copper, as you can see. 


Supplier Thermaltake 
Website www.thermaltake.com.au 


Supplier Coolermaster 
Website www.coolermaster.com 


RRP $79 Street price $66 RRP STBA Street price $92 
Socket 775/754/939/940/AM2 Socket 775/754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 827g Fan size 120mm Weight 670g Fan size: 60mm 
Low speed 1300rpm Low speed 1800rpm 

High speed 2000rpm High speed 3300rpm 


Off balance centre of 
gravity due to its odd 
shape. Speed selected 
through a jumper attached 
at the end of a wire. Comes 
with Thermal paste. 


Uses Intel twist-lock 

design, but still obliterates 
the competition for cooling 
performance. Built-in pot. 
Dead quiet at low, reasonably 
loud at high. The pot is fiddly as it 
points over the fan. The 3 pin wire is 
a little short. 


Cooler Master HyperTX ee | Thermaltake Blue Orb II 


Supplier: Coolermaster Supplier Thermaltake Website www.thermaltake.com.au | 


Website: www.coolermaster.com RRP $59 Street price $46 

RRP STBA Street price $49 Socket 775/754/939/940/ 
Socket 775/754/939/940/AM2 (AM2 with extra bracket) 
Weight 452g Fan size 90mm Weight 869g Fan size 120mm 


PWM speed 650-1800RPM 


The first heatsink that 
we've seen in a long time 
with a thermal pad on the 
bottom. It comes in either 
775 or AMD editions. The 
775 uses the abysmal Intel 
twist-lock. 


Speed 1700rpm 
Extremely wide to 
accommodate the 
120mm fan. Cuts 
down on the height 
for slimline cases. 
An optional AM2 
bracket will set you 
back about $15. 


@,) lar Mact ig Creuthoa Infinity 
COUICH NIdGStE SCY CHE TTETTEC) | 
Supplier Coolermaster Supplier PC Case Gear 
Website www.coolermaster.com.au a. \ Website 
RRP STBA Street price $85 LS www.pccasegear.com.au 


Socket 775/754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 672g Fan size 90mm 
Low speed 1800rpm 

High speed 3000rpm 

PWM speed 900-2500rpm 


RRP $75 Street price $75 
Socket 478/775/754/939/940/ 
AM2 Weight 960g 
Fan size 120mm 
Speed 1200rpm 


Very large, very Phenomenal performance, 
noisy, heavy and it’s a . but crazy weight. It is a more 
hideous under performer. — ‘\\ Rad | heavy duty cooler than the 
Just don’t. Comes with 1 / Ninja, and is likely to cope 
a pot, or supports better with higher amount of 
PWM instead. heat. Uses the Intel twist-lock 
for 775. 


atemic At 


HEAD TO HEAD 


| ASUS Silent 


ie 


Supplier PC Case Gear 

Website www.pccasegear.com.au 
RRP $75 Street price $75 

Socket 478/775/754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 640 

Fan size 120mm 

Speed 1200rpm 


New revision of an old 
favourite. Now fits AM2, 

comes with a 120mm 

1200rpm fan and introduces 

a new clipping mechanism. 
Unfortunately the revision also 
brings the awful Intel twist-lock. 


775/K8 _..._| 


Supplier Altech 

Website www.altech.com.au 
RRP $59 Street price $48 
Socket 775, 754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 435g Fan size No fan 
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Comes with thermal paste, 
but as is common with 
Thermalright has no fan. 

We used a Scythe 92mm 
2000rpm fan to get the 
results. 775 uses Intel twist- 
lock design. 
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Supplier ASUS 

Website www.asus.com.tw 
RRP $129 Street price $99 
Socket 478/775/754/939/940/ 
AM2 Weight 745g 

Fan size 90mm 

Low speed 1100RPM 

High speed 2500RPM 


The Silent Square Pro offers 
stunning performance 

considering it uses a 90mm 
fan — however the price will 
be a huge turn off for most. 
Comes with 3.5" drive bay pot 
with digital read-out. 


_ BE a i | Ye ! 
NH-U9 

Supplier Nintek 

Website 

www.nintek.com.au 

RRP $59.95 Street price $59.95 

Socket 478/775/939/940/AM2 


(optional bracket available) 
Weight 570g Fan size No fan 


The smaller sibling of 
the excellent U12, the 
U9 doesn’t disappoint. 
It’s fanless, so a Scythe 
92mm fan was used for 
testing. Comes with 
thermal paste. 
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‘Thermaltake Silent775D 


Thermalright Ult 


Supplier Thermaltake 
Website 
www.thermaltake.com.au 
RRP $59 Street price $N/A 
Socket 775 Weight 382g 
Fan size 90mm 

PWM speed 700-2500rpm 


It is indeed quiet, but 
there’s not too much 
more to say about this 
middle of the road cooler. 
Competent temps and 
low weight make it a good 
budget buy. 


Supplier PC Case Gear 

Website 
www.pccasegear.com.au 

RRP $75, $85 with AM2 bracket 
Street Price $75/$85 

Socket 775, 754/939/940/AM2 
(with extra bracket) 

Weight 745g Fan size No fan 
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The Ultra-120 is utterly 
amazing. For the perfect 
noise/performance ratio, it 
simply can’t be beaten. We 
attached a Scythe 120mm 
1200rpm fan for testing. 
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Website www.bluechipit.com.au 
RRP STBA Street price $N/A 
Socket 775/754/939/940 
Weight 877g Fan size 80mm 
Low speed 1300rpm 

High speed 3500rpm 
potentiometer 


Considering the weight, the 

most abysmal performance 

we've seen. Quiet at low speed, 
but makes an annoying clicking 
sound. Very loud at highest speed. 
Supports PWM through sensor, or 
variance through a pot. 


Supplier Nintek 

Website www.nintek.com.au 
RRP $79 Street price $79 
Socket 478/775/939/940/AM2 
Weight 790g Fan size 120mm 
Speed 1200rpm 


An excellent quiet tower 
cooler in its own right. 
Unfortunately it was 
just pipped at the post 
by the likes of Scythe 
and Thermalright. 


atemic 


Supplier Gigabyte 
Website www.gigabyte.com.tw 

RRP $99 Street price $91 

Socket 478/775/754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 640g Fan size 92mm 

Low speed 1500rpm 

High speed 3000rpm 

The Rocket II carries on 
Gigabyte’s tradition of top 
end cooling, sitting in the top 
four performers. It does make 
quite a bit of noise at the 
highest setting though. 
Variable speed via pot. 


Supplier Gigabyte 
Website 
www.gigabyte.com.tw 

RRP $TBA Street price $36 
Socket 754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 450g Fan size 94mm 
Low speed 1700rpm 
High speed 3500rpm 


The Neon Cooler 8 Pro 
gets the wooden spoon, 
pulling equal with Intel's 
stock cooler. Fortunately 

it does so with significantly 
less noise. Variable speed 
via pot. 


Supplier Gigabyte 
| Website 

| www.gigabyte.com.tw 

| RRP STBA Street price $67 

| Socket 

| 478/775/754/939/940/AM2 
Weight 430g 

| Fan size 110mm 

| Low speed 1700rpm 

High speed 3200rpm 


Decent performance, but 
can make quite a noise at 

| the top level. Pot supplied for 
variable speed. 


Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 

RRP $85 Street price $75 

Socket 775/754/939/940/AM2 

(with optional bracket) 

Weight 525g Fan size No fan 

An AM2 clip can be bought for less 
than $10. Comes in 775 and K8 
versions, so make sure you buy the 
right one. Uses Intel twist-lock. 
Can be coupled with a tube so 
a 120mm case fan can be used 
instead, cutting down on further 
potential noise. Used a 120mm 
1200rpm Scythe fan for testing. 


Mh 


Ad 


Si 


7 


Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 
RRP $49 Street price $43 
Socket 775 Weight 
425g Fan size 92mm 
Speed 2500rpm 

| (PWM) 

Uses the Intel 

twist-lock, and 

considering its 

weight, it does Pe 

amazingly well. Still ay, 

if you want light, there 

are better choices here with 

better performance. 
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Performance (high setting, 27°C ambient) 


Intel Stock Cooler 
Coolermaster Mars 

AMD Stock Cooler 

Gigabyte Neon Cooler 8 Pro 
Thermalfly F1-lacsha 
Thermalright MST-9775 
Gigabyte Neon 775 
Thermaltake Blue Orb Il 


Gigabyte G-Power Lite 
Coolermaster HyperTX 
Thermalright Ultra 90a-K8/L775 
Thermaltake Silent775D 
Thermaltake Mini Typhoon 
Scythe Ninja 

Gigabyte G-Power Pro 
Noctua NH-U9 

Thermalright HR-01 

Noctua NH-U12F 
Coolermaster Eclipse 
Zalman CNPS9500 AM2/AT 
ASUS Silent Square Pro 
Scythe Infinity 

Gigabyte 3D Rocket II 
Thermalright Ultra 120 
Thermaltake Big Typhoon VX 


ao 


0 40 50 60 
Temperature (°C) (lower is better) 


Conclusion 


The Thermaltake Big Typhoon VX carries on the Big Typhoon tradition and 
dominates everything else when its fan is set to high, and still manages 

to do it at a tolerable volume. For super quiet cooling, you can’t beat the 
Thermalright Ultra-120. Fortunately the Big Typhoon VX will happily do both 
Intel and AMD platforms, and there are different models available for the 
Ultra-120 to do the same, and to that end they both receive the coveted _ 
Atomic Hot Award. 4 
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ZBoard Fang > 
Gamepad 


Supplier WaveTech 

Website www.mittoni.com.au 
Price $69 

How many times have you missed 
the reload key while playing 
Counter-Strike? Or fired on your 
own team members in Battlefield 
and been summarily executed? 
Well, the ZBoard Fang will put an 
end to all that with its precision- 
placed keys — especially those 
red movement buttons. Look how 
chunky they are! When you take 
into consideration that this keypad 
will let you hold down seven keys 
simultaneously — and accept input 
from all seven keys — it’s easy 

to see why this would serve the 
hardcore gamer well. Also included 
with the Fang is Ideazon’s Z Engine 
software (nothing to do with cars, 
sorry), which comes with a bunch 
of gaming profiles with key binds 
so everything is set up for you. It’s 
almost like cheating. 


Vv MobiBlu 
Cube2 1GB 


Supplier Anyware 

Website www.anyware.com.au 
Price $170 

MobiBlu. It’s French for tiny as 
buggery. This little cube plays MP3 
and WMA, as well as the MSV 
video format, which thanks to the 
software provided can be created 
from WMV, MPG and ASF. You 
can also use it as an image 
viewer, but the screen is so crazily 
tiny (about the size of a thumbnail) 
that we reckon you'd better just 
stick to audio. 


Y Sytrin KuFormula SHF1 Seroes 
Supplier Sytrin Website www.sytrin.com Price STBA 

Sytrin make cooling stuff. Actually, pretty damn good cooling stuff. So it’s no surprise it is expanding into 
cooling other components, like hard drives. The KuFormula SHF1 manages to do just that, while glowing 
blue and staying quiet at the same time. Cool that toasty Raptor in style. 


Moppel > 


Supplier GoGear 
Website www.gogear.com.au Price $25-35 
Lights! Shaped like creatures! Men, dinosaurs, 
the whole lot... You can get them useful like, 
with white directional LEDs, or like our man 
friend on the right in huge globe mode with 

a head that rotates its colour through countless 
spectrum selections. They come with both 
magnetic feet, and attachments to turn them 
in to sucker feet. No geek desk is complete 
without one. Or two. 


HARDCORE 


<TViX HD M-500A 


Supplier PC Case Gear Website www.pccasegear.com.au Price $599 
TViX is a DViCO thing. Typically this means awesomeness, and since the TViX HD is 
cylindrical, we can justifiably calling this awesomeness in a can. It plays movies by the 
way, although you'll have to add your own hard drive. It can’t quite hit the 1080p mark 
— 1920x1080 is the limit — but whew, it can play a buttload of formats, even .ISO files 

of DVDs, or flat directories of DVD rips. You can have it on the network, or connect it 

through USB2.0 — output is available in DVI, component, S-Video or composite. 


QNAP 9-in-1 
NAS Server »> 


Supplier EYO 

( Website www.eyo.com.au 

/ Price $413.82 

ie Yes, it's a NAS box. But it’s 

/ pretty bloody good one at that. 
USB2.0? Yes. eSATA? Yep. 
Gigabit Ethernet? Oh God yes. 
And the clincher — it takes SATA 
hard drives. All of this crazy, 
crazy power is packed into the 
most solid case we've seen 
(metal, not plastic), ensuring that 
this thing should be at the top 

of your list when you're thinking 
NAS, naturally. Ooh, we got the 
shivers bad. 


<< Razer 
Copperhead 


Supplier Altech Website www. 
altech.com.au Price $85 

Mice don’t get much more 
sophisticated than this. Not only 

is there a 2000dpi laser, seven 
programmable buttons and three 
customisable weights, this tiny 
blighter has 32KB of memory to 
store all your button binds. The 
Copperhead is truly a feature- 
packed mouse. There’s a 16-bit 
data channel, according to the box, 
but we’re not 100 percent sure what 
that’s for. It does support a 1000Hz 
polling rate though, so you needn't 
worry about whether it’s going to be 


Scythe 


Ka maMeter > ge responsive or not. Just don't let your 
Supplier PC Case Gear =i cat at it, and all will be well. 
Website www.pccasegear.com.au 


Price $79 

Crazy panel lights Batman! 

Scythe is at it again with its 

precise Japanese ways. Baybus, 
temperature gauges, rpm gauges, 
volume control for your soundtrack, 
three colours of front panels — black, 
white and aluminium — multicolour 
backlight... This thing is the bee’s 
knees of VFDs. 
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Intel Core 2 Quad 


Craig Simms stretches his quads. 


Price $1514 

er Intel 
www.intel.com 
Ss ions Kentsfield 
core, four cores, 
2.67GHz, Socket 775. 


A re we here already? It was just on four 
months ago that we looked at Core 2 Duo, 
and we were blown away. Now suddenly we 
already have two more cores for the taking. 

Sure, it’s just two Duos whacked on the one 
silicon slab, thus not using a shared cache and 
prompting AMD to denounce it as not true quad 
core. But for our money, it’s still four cores, and 
not for a magnificently high premium, if you 
consider this is the Extreme Edition. A non- 
Extreme Edition (Q6600, at 2.4GHz) should be 
arriving in Q1 of 2007. Don’t expect dual core to 
disappear though - there’s still plenty of miles left 
on the roadmap for it. 

Of course with all these cores the general public 
is now entering the workstation arena, however 
unlike those lucky people we don’t have a huge 
bunch of power applications to take advantage of 
multithreading yet, especially in the gaming sector. 

Things are improving — Valve is working on 
a multithreaded Source engine, and Crysis looks 
like it's going that way too. In fact so is Supreme 
Commander — and we've some beta benchmarks 
here to prove it. 

Previous reports had QX6700 on a 13383MHz FSB 
—not the case, as it runs at 1066 on a 10x multiplier. 
It also retains the 2MB cache per core of the high end 
Duos, giving a total of 8MB to work with. 

Those who already have 965 boards or a Core 2 
Duo capable 975X should have no problem slotting 
in a quad core CPU - but you'll likely need 
a BIOS update first. For the rest, the updated 
board revisions to take better advantage of quad 
core should be hitting the shelves as we speak. 

Grabbing the nearby EVGA nForce 680i, 


SuperPiMod (lower is better) 
LAME-MT (lower is better) 
VirtualDubMod (lower is better) 


WinRAR 3.61 (lower is better) 


CineBench 9.5 (higher is better) 


Supreme Comman¢der (fps) 


1 minute 42.942 seconds 


a Gigabyte 8800GTX and some Corsair PC2- 
8500 RAM we set about building one of the most 
ridiculously powered systems ever. 

Comparing it with the 2.93GHz dual core X6800 
was an interesting affair, accurately reflecting the 
state of multithreading today. 

We set SuperPiMod calculating up to four million 
digits, which managed to use one full thread, 
but only partially hit the second and third cores 
according to Windows’ CPU usage monitor. Still 
enough to give an advantage. 

Multithreaded LAME, oddly enough isn’t so 
much multithreaded as dual threaded, not even 
touching the third and fourth cores, the speed 
increase of the X6800 giving it an advantage. The 
same story follows for VirtualDubMod. 


QX6700 X6800 


im 46.328s 


2m 34s 


1318 CBMarks 


Number of cores enabled QX6700 | X6800 
1 | 19.950 | 21.550 
2 36.650 47.950 
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results are 
wonderful... 
There is 
potential 

after all! 


We start seeing some better advantages in 
WinRAR, and of course a massive upswing in 
Cinebench 9.5, thanks to the multithreaded side of 
rendering having been figured out years ago. Woot 
for render farms. 

This doesn’t say much about games though, 
which traditionally have been single threaded. We 
wanted to see if the extra cores really did provide 
increased benefit in multithreaded games, or if we 
would only see a small improvement. 

To that end our esteemed editor Logan Booker 
reached deep into his script hacking ability, 
scrounged up a beta of Supreme Commander, 
managed to unlock 8 Al players, started a game, 
focused in on a non-graphically intensive part of 
the map, set the details to their lowest, saved it 
and brought it in to be FRAPSed. Using the 680i 
we disabled the cores on the QX6700 and X6800 
one by one and recorded the results. 

The results are, to say the least, wonderful 
— only tapering off at the four core level. There is 
potential after all! 

While at this stage we can only recommend the 
QX for workstation/power users and not gamers, 
the future is looking bright indeed. 
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RRP $450 Street Price $450 | 
Supplier Shadow Entertainment Aust | 
Website | 
shadowentertainment.com.au 
Specifications Socket 775; 
1066/1333MHz FSB; 2x PCI-E x16; 
| 1x PCI-E x8; 2x PCI; 2x PCI-E 
+, x1; 6x SATA; 2x Gigabit 

| Ethernet; FW400; 

1x IDE; 1x FDD. 


is get this over and 
done with. The 680i 
is the 590 for Intel with a 
new northbridge, C55. It has 
support for 1883MHz FSB and 1200MHz 
DDR2 RAM, so is at least a little futureproof. The 
MCP55 still sits as the southbridge — there’s been 
no revision here. Seeing as there’s only one 590 
for Intel available that we know of (turn a couple of 
pages and there it is!), this is not such a bad thing. 
NVIDIA is now in the motherboard making 
business courtesy of Foxconn, so you'll find this 
month's EVGA board is simply a rebranding of 
the reference board — as will be the XFX, BFG, 
ECS and Biostar equivalents. These are pretty 
much guaranteed to be the mostly the same, the 
differences lying in the supporting packages and 
extras. Fortunately it’s not such a bad thing, as 
NVIDIA's board is really quite good. 


nForce 680i SL 


Just call Craig Simms the nForcer. It makes his face tingle. 


enter Windows — although this 
inevitably caused instability when we 
booted up ye olde faithful Stress Prime 2004. Still, 
this shows promise in the uncertain DDR2 world. 
While the options are nothing on the crazy-arse DFI 
RAM tweaking possibilities, there’s plenty here for 
the sane human to fiddle with. 

The BIOS is of course the very sensible and 
well-thought out NVIDIA BIOS, something that 


Guiltily, NVIDIA's nTune 

utility, is now so good 
we found ourselves tweaking 
options and updating 


the BIOS throu 


ASUS, Gigabyte, MSI, ABIT and DFI will be 
making their own boards, and hence will likely 
fiddle a bit with layout, introduce their own quirks 
and include their own BIOS. 

The C55 brings with it the overclocking goods 
— particularly asynchronous memory overclocking 
and divider ratios, so those with overclocking- 
unfriendly RAM can still squeeze more out of their 
CPU. Interestingly the 680i would POST with our 
Corsair PC2-6400 set to 1T and would happily 


gh it. 


can’t receive enough praise and we hope catches 
on a lot better than it did last time. 

The board layout is also magnificent - distance 
between the two PCI-E x16 slots has been 
increased hugely, and yet NVIDIA has still 
managed to fit in two PCls and PCI-E x1 slots. 
Sure you'll lose one of each if you have dual slot 
coolers in SLI, but that’s a considerably better 
balance than most. Two of the six SATA ports are 
mounted parallel with the board — the little black 


Sandra Processor Arithmetic Dhrystone (MIPS) 


—— 


Sandra Processor Arithemtic Whetstone (MFLOPS) 


Sandra Memory Bandwidth INT (MB/s) 


Sandra Memory Bandwidth Float (MB/s) 


3DMark06: 
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Gigabyte 965P-DQ6 EVGA nForce 680-SLI 
27,044 27,100 
18,611 18,593 

5,632 5,571 
5,646 5,637 
5,282 5,259 


mi 


hotaward 


knob to the right of the black FDD connector - to 
avoid any potential add-in card conflicts, and the 
CMOS reset jumper is situated at the bottom of 
the board with an excellent extended tag on the 
jumper, in an easy to reach place. Buttons are 
provided for on/off and reset, a POST diagnostic 
digital display is there, and in general the 680i 
sports very smart positioning. 

The only weak points we could find is the 
battery is very difficult to remove, the capacitors 
aren't solid and a heatsink could have been placed 
underneath the CPU/northbridge area, as C55 
gets bloody hot. Admittedly there is an included 
fan that can be added to the northbridge’s topside 
passive sink, however, we'd like to stave off any 
noise for as long as possible. 

Things are good on the software side too. 
Guiltily, NVIDIA's nTune utility is now so good we 
found ourselves tweaking options and updating the 
BIOS through it. It felt dirty to do the hardcore stuff 
through Windows, yet at the same time immensely 
satisfying. Kind of like eating kebabs at 2am. 

We managed to get our Core 2 Duo X6800 
running stably at 3.7GHz, with only a little tweaking 
to the voltages. That's only slightly faster than the 
Gigabyte 965P-DQ6, and to be honest is probably 
representative of the ceiling of the X6800 more 
than the overclocking ability of the board. 

The 680i is a brilliant board. It easily matches 
Intel's 965P in the overclocking stakes and for SLI 
users you have no other sane choice. Grab it now. 


= | 
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Lian Li PC-C301 


Nathan Davis has a case of the Lian Lis. 


| Price $249 Street Price $236 
»plier Anyware 
Wwww.anyware.com.au 


ations Black, aluminium, 


|| ATX, desktop form-factor case; liv 


2x 5.25” bays external, 

1x internal; 3x 3.5” bays; two 
80mm exhaust fans; seven 
expansion slots; front |O access 
(FireWire, USB 2.0, audio). 


| ome theatre machines are insuperable, 
but if there’s to be one glaring problem 
with acquiring one, it generally involves the 
inherent ugly nature of an upright computer 
case and your mutual denizen, significant other 
or otherwise. 

Sure, the laser show you have going behind 
that Perspex window is totally cool, but such 
blinding displays of retina-melting awesomeness 
doesn't always fit the often slightly more laid-back 
and, perhaps, less deadly lounge or family room. 

That's where a slick, professional-looking 
case such as this can come in handy. This black, 
brushed-metal box blends right in among the 
usual home cinema gear. 

Measuring 43.5x44.3x16.7cm, this is no small 
lunch box. In fact, equipped with seven expansion 
slots and handling full ATX-sized motherboards, 
it’s effectively a medium tower on its side with a 
smidgen of ‘case’ trimmed from the sides. 

There are no intake fans on this thing — in fact 
the only fans it sports are the two 80mm exhaust 
fans at the back. Luckily, there is a reasonable 
amount of ventilation, the top and front of the 
case the only sides going without. On either side 
of the case are two large air vents and underneath 
are three more, two of which are directly beneath 
their respective drive bays. 

For air filtration, there is a mesh covering all 
major openings to protect the innards from the 
evils of dust. So, sadly, no potato farm for you. 

To install or replace a motherboard, both drive 
bays have to come out, as there’s an aluminium 
support beam that sits right across the top of 
where the mobo rests. 


It is otherwise quite large and spacious inside, 
and it wouldn't be too challenging to install within 
it a water-cooling system, as long as one of the 
drive bays permanently goes. Attaching a radiator 
would likely demand a small modification, unless 
you can screw it onto the power supply. 

With two stealth optical drive bays to hide 
the generally snot-ugly fronts of such drives, we 


removed from its drive bay. This leaves screw 
points all ready for a third hard drive with full- 
frontal access for those rare times you need a 
warm slot. 

Where the official two hard drives are intended 
to go you'll find two sets of channels. Drives can 
be slid into these as long as they are equipped 


There are a few corners 

that feel nippy, but 
drawing blood from these 
proved challenging. 


assume Lian Li looked ahead and saw the Blu-ray 
and HD-DVD turd-storm brewing. 

Most human-hungry corners have either been 
rounded-off or kept at bay behind protective 
strips. As a testament to modern-day case 
design, using the case as a painful, albeit reliable 
flesh-grater is merely a fond memory. There are 
a few corners that feel nippy, but drawing blood 
with these... well, it proved challenging. 

You can only officially fit two 3.5” hard drives 
in the case, however the front |O panel can be 
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with four fashioned screws and shock-absorbing 
rubber rings. The ease of installation and the 
vibration-dampening that this system provides 

is mostly mooted, as you still need to apply a 
standard HDD screw to both sides of the drive so 
it won't fall out when travelling. 

If you purchase three 5.25” to 3.5” bay 
convertors, this case could easily swallow a total 
of six hard drives. 

The PC-C301 takes in a standard ATX power 
supply. If you have a particularly deep PSU, you 
can actually remove the top support beam and 
the rear exhaust assembly. 

Ordinarily, lacking a PSU wouldn’t be an issue, 
however when a fairly bare case demands such 
a level of bling from the wallet, one then needs to 
justify spending an extra couple of hundred on 
a decent power supply. 

As with most Lian Li cases it’s sturdy, 
minimalist, and attractive with a pocket-pouncing 
price tag. We can see it perfectly at home in 
the lounge. 
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ilverstone Zeus 850W 


2 $379 Street 
- Altech 

> www.altech.com.au 

‘ ations 8B50W; 4x12V rails; 
1x80mm fan; 80%+ efficiency; 6x 
SATA; 6x molex; 2x floppy; 4x PCI-E; 
6, 4 & 8 pin EPS 12V; 24 pin power. 


rice $323 


Sieve is aname weighted heavy with 
respect, and rightfully so — it makes bloody 
high quality products. Its latest ingress into labs 
is the Zeus 850W power supply, surprisingly 
contained in a pretty much normal sized case. 

It's not modular, so the mutated hydra’s worth 
of cables snaking out of it may be too much for 
some. It does ensure that it should fit pretty much 
anyone's PC though, unless you have a 20 pin 
connector on your motherboard. 

Lacking is a 120mm or larger fan in the top, 
Silverstone instead electing to stick a dinky 80mm 
fan at the front near the cable exit point. When 
it’s not spinning, the Zeus stays pretty damn near 
silent, with a faint electrical buzzing noise that has 
come to be a trademark of Silverstone supplies. 
Unfortunately when it spins up it increases the 
volume quite a bit, sounding like the wind tunnel 
we've all come to love. It’s thankfully low enough in 
pitch to not be particularly annoying. But it is quite 
noticeable, allowing the likes of Hiper, Seasonic 
and Enermax to leave the Zeus in their dust. 


Net SilentMax/Alphacool | 


e $450 


$450 Stree 
ier ChilledPC 
te www.chilledpc.com.au 
Spec tions 500W; 24 pin; 

2x SATA; 1x PCI-E; 5x molex; 
1x floppy. 


W: now we’ve seen it all. Although we’re 
usually nervous enough about putting 
water-cooling close to the power supply, now 
we're plugging it into it. 

The PSU was supplied without tubes or G1/4" 
locking nuts (despite the picture on the box, 
which has a completely different mounting 
block), expecting a custom system to already 
be installed. 

Nicking the appropriate parts from our Cool-Trek 
Vostok, we set up a circuit, topped up the reservoir, 
hooked into a PC and flicked the switch. 

Pure silence - almost. The Alphacool emits an 
electronic buzz akin to that of Silverstone PSUs, 
although once in a case you won't hear a thing — 
in fact even from a metre away it’s not discernible 
from ordinary background noise. 

The real problem lies in the vast lack of power 
connectors, with only two SATA, five molex and 
one PCI-E. This is completely inappropriate for 
today’s systems. We'd love to put more stuff 
in the specs box, but that’s honestly all it has. 
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There's : 4 gi eee! CePr TT an 
something for Ih 
everyone here, with four 
PCI-E power connectors for those 
into 8800GTX SLI, six SATA, eight and 
bizarrely six pin EPS 12V connectors, with an eight to 
four pin adaptor, six molex and two floppy connectors. 

Routing the plethora of cables into associated 
sockets on an MSI 965P Premium motherboard dropping to 12.10, and nothing else shifting. 
with Core 2 Duo X6800, 2GB of OCZ PC2-8000 Impressive. Just a shame about the noise. © cs 
VX2 Titanium Alpha and a MSI GeForce 8800GTX, : = reser area 


3DMark06 to 1920x1200, 8xAA, 16xAF and ran 
the SM3.0/HDR tests. This resulted in the 12.11V 


we broke out the multimeter to see what magic the Ju j », eee, 
head of Olympus could muster. a \ } i 
Under idle the Silverstone gave us 3.39V, 
5.15V and 12.11V on the 3.8V, 5V and 12V rails , y — | | 
respectively. To put it under load we turned up é : Siegler Mersin 


The 12V EPS cable is also 
too short, forcing 
some interesting 
PSU cabling 
acrobatics. 

At idle the 
3.3V, 5V and 
12V rails gave 
3.35V, 5.02V 
and 12.00V 
respectively, 
while under load 
this became 
3.35V, 5.01V and 
11.98V. Pretty 
uneventful, although 
it's the first time in a 
long time we've seen a 
PSU drop below the 12.00V 
mark. This is still acceptable, 
it's just interesting. 

As a final death knell, check 
out that RRP. A just as quiet fanned 
Seasonic will set you back at least ‘ : = 
$200 less. ! Sate EERE 

Unless you absolutely have to have everything ; a | bal 
in your PC water-cooled, you’d do well to steer LJ ee heals SR 3 
clear of the Alphacoo! PSU. Just understand you’re 7. = , Sr ec 
buying it for looks, and not anything else. © cs ke ea sealers 
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ASUS PSN32-S LI 


WESTERN DIGITAL CAVIAR 


HARDCORE 


ASUS P5N32-SLI Premium Wi-Fi 


RRP $449 Sireet Price $399 
Supplier ASUS 

Website Www.asus.com.tw 
Specifications Socket 775; 1066MHz 
FSB; 2x PCI-E x16; 1x PCI-E x8; 

2x PCI; 2x PCI-E x1; 6x SATA; 2x 
Gigabit Ethernet; FireWire 400. 


T” fabled 590 for Intel is finally here! 

Too bad it’s far too late, having already 
been superseded by the 680i. Although 

we’re assured that the 590 won't be leaving 
the market any time soon, we have a tough 
time believing anyone would select this over 
the 680i, especially considering the latter’s 
1333MHz FSB/1200MHz DDR2 support. Heck, 
even ASUS has its own 680i boards coming 
very soon. 

Interestingly, despite all the comments 
circling around that the 590 isn’t as good an 
overclocker as the 680i, this ASUS 590 board 
managed to push our X6800 up to the same 
3.7GHz ceiling as the EVGA 680i. As far as 
benchmarks, just turn back a few pages to the 
newer board — they’re exactly the same. 

The BIOS is lacking the memory ratio options 
of the 680i, but does sport the asynchronous 
memory/FSB clocks. While the BIOS isn’t 
a patch on the standard NVIDIA offering, it 
certainly does the job. 


RRP $110 Street Price $94 
Supplier Western Digital 

Website www.westerndigital.com 
Specifications 160GB; 

8MB cache; SATA 3Gb/s; 

SATA power only. 


SPECS 


Si you don’t need the largest 
capacity, highest power, most massive 
heat generating parts on the market. 
Sometimes the aim is for quiet and relative 
cool, although with this usually comes the 
sacrifice of performance. 

There’s a certain inner peace that comes with 
knowing your machine is running without being 
able to hear a damn thing. There’s also a huge 
incentive to keep things quieter if you store your 
PC in the same room as your bed, so you can 
leave things running overnight without being 
forced to get used to that grating fan noise, 
or PSU hum. 

Such is the aim of Western Digital's new 
single platter 160GB HDD, which will no doubt 
find a place in home theatre PCs, or in PCs 
belonging to owners who want it to be so quiet 
they don’t even know it’s on. Thing is, this 
plucky little drive still manages to perform quite 
well despite its inherent quietness. 

While it only has 8MB of cache compared 
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Layout-wise the board is very obviously 
the precursor to 680i, right down to the extra 
distance between the PCI-E x16 slots. There is 
only one major issue - the IDE port sits directly 
behind the 24 pin power connector and causes 
a fair bit of grief. As an added nicety, all the 
SATA ports have been rotated to be parallel 


either, and we really don’t expect to see one. 

The P5N32-SLI Premium is a good board 
— however, it’s also an anachronism that 
will likely get lost in the shadows of its 


with the board. newer cousin. © cs 
The board is passively cooled, however, 

it gets quite hot - you may wish to use the Lu 

optional heatsink fan included. ig 
We've always been dubious of the value of the 8) 7] 

included Wi-Fi with these boards - at this stage = OUT OF 10 


there’s no sign of an equivalent board without 


-£ Western Digital Caviar SE 1600JS 


to the 16MB of larger, faster drives, this isn’t 
too crippling and helps to keep the cost down. 
Although it’s not perpendicular, it still spins 
at 7200rpm and is still SATA 3Gb/s, which 
means HDTach gave it a respectable 
score of 197.6MB/s burst and 
64.8MB/s sustained. None too shabby. 
It’s also reasonably quiet too, but 
the equivalent sized Samsung still 
outperforms in terms of silence. 
This is not surprising, as although 
it turns in a slightly higher 
burst of 204.7MB/s, it 
also hands over a much 
slower sustained read 
of 51.6MB/s. This 
means the WD is 
a good compromise 
if you want a bit 
of extra sustained 
performance that’s 
on par with even 
Seagate's newest 
perpendicular drives. 
If you want quiet as well as performance, 
and don’t need the extra space to harbour 
an entire Internet’s worth of prOn, then write 
the Western Digital 1600JS down on your 
wanted list. © cs 


Western 
[Digital 


VELL Lid WM 
pore in rome 


wr aemages 


WOI600AAIS 
WO Caviar” SE 
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OQ 


out or 10 


SCORE 
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Logitech Harmony 52 


se $106 


Specifications IR only; controls up 
to 12 devices; extensive macro 
support; updated on PC/Mac via 
USB; blue back-light. 


Ti universal remote does, indeed, pack 
harmonious awesomeness. The slim 
Harmony 520 is powered by four triple-A batteries, 
has a blue back-light, and enough memory to 
control up to 12 devices from the ever-expanding 
80,000 IR device profiles available. 

When you flick it on for the first time, there’s 
a small interactive tutorial on the display. This 
familiarises you with several key buttons and 
explains their uses. 

One such button you'll mostly use is the 
‘Activities’ button at the top of the unit. This is 
where a bunch of macro-heavy commands will 
reside after programming it. Don’t let that scare 
you, though. You barely have to sneeze for the 
creation of these macros. 

Instead of selecting individual components, 
which is of course an option, you can just 
select the ‘Watch TV’ option and it’ll send all the 
necessary commands to the different devices in 
order to achieve a TV-watchable environment. 

Let's say you want to play a game on a console. 


HARDCORE 


Advanced Universal 
Remote 


From activating one button, it 
sends power-on commands 
to the console, the television, 
and the multimedia switch. Then, it 
switches over the video and audio to 
the appropriate channels and adjusts 
the volume to a gaming level. 

It also sends the iRobot Roomba back to 
its charging base, dims the lights, and adjusts 
the air-conditioner to just the way you like it. 

No, I’m not smoking anything. Basically, if it 
has an IR port, the remote either already has 
the device's profile or it will soon, as Logitech is 
constantly updating its massive device database. 

Of course, you can easily teach the software to 
use your mysterious piece of equipment, such as 
an IR-equipped pizza-delivery person. 

Programming all of this incredible functionality is 
a breeze, however it does require a computer with 
an Internet connection, as it’s entirely updated and 
configured through your PC/Mac. The most difficult 
job is probably collecting the model numbers of 
your IR-controlled devices. 

This is an extremely feature-rich and intuitive 
universal remote. Being able to change your entire 
environment through the press of one button 
is quite an experience and edges closer to 
the future digital home. © ND 


BenQ FP92W 19”Wide LCD Monitor 


Street Price $313 


www. M-Doric: com.au 

ations 19” LCD; 1440x900 
native resolution 16.2 million 
colours; 5ms response time; 
300cd/m?; 700:1; D-Sub/DVI-D. 


Bae one thing going for this monitor — the 
actual retail price. I'll flick on my frank and 
ruthless chainsaw to explain the rest. 

Basically, unless you need a healthy dose 
of punishment to get you through the day, this 
widescreen 1440x900-resolution monitor is 
neither for gamers nor for those after a good 
quality LCD monitor. 

The first quality issue lies with its truncated 
colour range. Most modern LCD panels offer the 
full 16.7 million colour palette. That’s 24-bits of 
juicy colour. As the FP92W uses a TN panel, it’s 
only 6-bit and hence 16.2 million colours. 

We've seen this in the past — the manufacturer 
chomps out colour quality in order to flaunt a 
faster response time, however at 5ms it doesn’t 
even match Viewsonic’s or Samsung's 2ms, 
making the choice questionable regardless of 
how well the dithering may be done. 

Phase control is also not one of its strong 
points through D-Sub, although this is generally 
an issue with analog cables overall. A supplied 
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DVI cable would have fixed this, 
but BenQ doesn’t include one. 
Interestingly, Australia seems 

to be the odd one out when 
it comes to the lack of a DVI 
cable, as BenQ’s global 
website states both 

a DVI and a D-Sub cable are 
otherwise provided. 

Pulling out one of our 
own DVI cables (D-Sub 
just ain’t worth it) under 
DisplayMate it exhibited 
blown out whites and 
noticeable banding at the 
darker end of the greyscale gradients. 
It further dropped in performance 
on colour gradients, with the 
noticeably choppy greens and 
blues suffering the most. 

This thing is priced well above what it ought 
to be, especially considering it can’t be height 
adjusted (it’s rather short), it has an uneven 
back-light, bleeds from the top and packs tight 
viewing angles at 150° to 140°. We've spotted 
it going for less than $320, but even that's 
barely reasonable. 

With such bare-minimum specs, unless you’re 
a money-burning masochist, this is best for the 


height-challenged office user who demands an 
otherwise low-end LCD monitor. © ND 
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FLYTV EXPRESS 


OCZ PC2-8000 


HARDGG@RE 


Price $259.95 Sireet price N/A 
Supplier GDB International 


Specifications Dual digital/analog TV 
tuner; TV aerial; FM tuner & aerial; 
composite in; S-Video in; PCI-E x1 
interface; IR receiver and remote. 


[o's on the hunt for a feature-heavy TV tuner 
card that packs support for both digital and 
analog telly broadcasts, this fella ought to fill that 
void nicely. What's more, it slips into the barren 
wasteland that is a PCI-Express x1 expansion slot. 

Interestingly, this tuner can display up to four 
video streams at once, two from the television 
— both of which can be configured for either digital 
or analogue signals — and two others through 
composite and S-Video inputs. 

The main software package has a refreshingly 
clean interface for a TV tuner, somewhat 
resembling a minimal version of Windows Media 
Player 10. All of your analog and digital TV stations 
and radio stations reside on the right hand side, 
much like a playlist, with the recording, time-shift, 
etc buttons at the bottom. 

Overall, the software was quite responsive, 
unlike the myriad of poorly written tuner 
applications out there. That’s not to say it didn’t 
have its issues, though, as it would occasionally 
crash for no apparent reason. But this problem 


RRP $879 Street price $774 
Supplier Australia IT 

Website www.australiait.com.au 
Specifications 2048MB dual 
channel; 4-4-4-15 @ 1000MHz; 
rainbow heat spreader. 


O 


i 


1) 


Y¥° know you're in for something special 
when your dual channel memory pair claims 
to need a pantsless-dance-party-in-the-middle- 
of-a-starved-piranha-infested-river-crazy 2.3V 
supplied to it to reach its specs of 4-4-4-15 @ 
1OOOMHz. Heck, the warranty even covers it up to 
2.5V, so if you've got the motherboard flex to cover 
voltages that high (680i ahoy!), you can feel safe in 
turning up the juice knowing these things can take 
it, while screaming demandingly for more. 

Then there's the super slick rainbow 
heatspreaders it sports, reminding us of custom 
painted HSVs, oil slicks and just giving us a feeling 
of general expensiveness. Just take a look at that 
price up the top. Yeah, that's what we’re talking 
about. Holy St Peter tricycling on the head of 
a leprous mime. 

Whacking it into our local Gigabyte GA-965P- 
DQ6, we set the multiplier of our X6800 to nine, the 
RAM to 800Mkz, the voltage to the mind-blowing 
2.3V and clocked up the FSB until we hit the 
magical 1GHZz. 
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Lifeview FlyTV Express X1 


Eo, 


Website www.gdbint.com.au + 


seemed to fix itself 
over time, leaving 
us wondering whether 
it was a case of PEBKAC. 
Overall, it was far more stable 
than most tuner software yours 
truly has played with. 

In terms of tuning-in, it’s entirely automated 
— you need only select Australia and hit scan. To 
save you time in the future, especially if you're 
going to tag the stations with custom names, you 
can save your channel lists to files for importing in 
the future. 

Picture-in-picture is quite well designed, with 
a completely resizable and movable box used as 
the overlay. Oddly enough, if you’ve activated FM 
support, it will also appear in its own blank PiP box. 

For recording, video is saved as MPEG-2 with 
radio gulping up space with the WAV format. 
Scheduling recording sessions is easily managed, 


Nothing but rock solid, pulling a good 6689MB/s 
int and 6714MB/s float in SiSoft Sandra’s memory 
bandwidth tests. None too shabby at all. 

We couldn't push much more out of the 
sticks at their default times, but clocking back 
to SPD settings of 5-6-6-16 allowed us to 
reach 1100MHz, netting us some tasty results 
of 7020MB/s int and 7052MB/s float. Even if 
it does require 2.3V, it looks like we’re finally 
getting some real performance out of DDR2. 
About time! 

Unfortunately although Windows was stable, 
whenever we restarted the machine at 1100MHz 
it wouldn't boot again until we cold restarted it 


with once-off and weekly options available. 
Unfortunately, however, it seems you can only 
record one thing at a time, radio included. 
The small hiccups aside, though, this is an 
uncomplicated, yet fully decked-out tuner that 


begs your wallet to spill coin. © ND 
oe o 
out ofr 10 


via button. There’s a sweet spot somewhere just 
under 1100MHz we reckon. 

Of course the only problem with these 
firecrackers of joy is the price, most likely related 
to how difficult it is to make the things. Still, if you 
can get your greasy mitts on ’em (let alone be 
able to afford them), then you'll likely do no better. 


Unless you buy the PC2-9000... @ecs 
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Noctua 
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www.teamgtroup.com.tw 


Coolink 


the cooler manufacturer 


www.noctua.at eS 
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lg 
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For distribution enquiries, please email disty@nintek.com.au for more information. 


‘| Noctua NF-S12-800 ?1 Noctua NC-U6 3| Noctua NH-U12F 

* Chipset-Cooler + 4 Dual Heatpipe CPU-Cooler 

« 2 Dual-Heatpipes * 5000 cm? surface area, can be rotated 90° 

+ 29 aluminium cooling fins + Noctua NF-S12 Fan, min. 8dB(A) with U.L.N.A. 


« 120mm Fan 
+ $SO-bearing, 800RPM 
+ Noctua Straight-Blade-Design 


(coming soon) 


Sydney - (02)8213 3509 Melbourne 3. Adelaide - (08)846 4 Brisbane 


Perth - (08 
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Bean nothing sexier than new kit. And 
whether you need to horde your pennies 
(Budget), want the most power for your dollar 
(Performance) or own a small mansion and 
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gimme gea 


1 can’t afford to eat... 


AMD¢1 


Gimme power. Money is no object. 


intel 


a collection of sports cars (Extreme), we’re 
here to help with this handy matrix of Atomic 
recommended products. You may find your 
needs fall between categories — 


Our choice for 
the best gear the 
land has to offer 


that’s okay, 


just mix and match to suit your budget! Each 
piece of kit has been reviewed hands-on in 
Atomic, so if you want to learn more, look up 
the issue and page number listed. 


Intel Core 2 


Stretch a little further and buy 
yourself a Core 2 Duo —- you’ll 
be thanking yourself later. The 
E6300 is the cheap ticket to 
speed, at $300. 


Duo 
PRICE $300-$880 


~ASRock 
Conroe 
945G-DVI 
PRICE $120 


ASRock’s budget board may be 
using old technology, but it runs 
the new stuff just fine, and can 
even overclock a little. 


[ Reviewed in Issue 70 - Page 60 ] 


AMD 
Athlon 64 
AM2 X2 


Cheap CPUs are a wonderful 
thing, and the X2s are now 
wonderfully cheap. The 
3600+ is your budget baby 
at about $230. 


PRICE $250-$650 


Z PRICE $107 
Excellent performance from 

a budget board, with plenty of 
legacy slots for upgraders. Don’t 
expect to overclock though. 


Reviewed in Issue 68 - Page 33 


Corsair Twin2X 1024MB 
6400 Pro 


PRICE S260 


Corsair has a history of providing 
nice, stable and fiesty sticks 

of random access memory 

joy. These RAM sticks are EPP 
compliant, have low latency and 
are nicely overclockable. 800MHz 
of fun for everyone! 


Sapphire X1800GTO 


PRICE $340 


The crazy amount of punch 
delivered by this card is worth 
stretching your budget a little. 
Viva la RADEON! 


Reviewed in Issue 69 - Page 51 


Reviewed in Issue 66 - Page 33 


Core 2 Duo - crazily fast, 
crazily cool, crazily affordable, 
overclockable like buggery. 
The E6400 is the best buy, at 
about $400. 


Gigabyte 
GA-965P- 


PRICE $370 


You can get this board a lot 
cheaper with a brief search, so 
have a look for one of the tastiest 
Core 2 Duo boards around. 


Reviewed in Issue 70 - Page 54 
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The X2 series are still fantastic 
chips, and in the face of the Intel 
threat are now going for cheap. 
The 4600+ is your current sweet 
spot at about $400. 


PRICE $250-$650 


Gigabyte GA- 
M59SLI 
PRICE $290 


Gigabyte delivers yet another 
affordable, feature-filled wonder 
of the 21st century. 


Reviewed in /ssue 66 - Page 39 


PRICE $460 


Yes, these are the same sticks 
recommended for the Budget 
system. Sadly, they are also the 
only RAM sticks we’ve tested 
that are compatible with AM2 
and Conroe. So until we get more 
in, the Corsairs will stay. 


X1950 Pro 
PRICE $360 


The X1950 Pro is nothing short 
of fantastic. Mind you, this could 
just as easily be the 7950GT, 

so watch this space in case the 
NVIDIA card drops in price. 


Reviewed in /ssue 69 - Page 57 


A. 


Reviewed in /ssue 71 - Page 47 


intel 


QX6700 
PRICE $1600 
The Quadro is so fast, we don’t 
have gaming benchmarks to test 
it with. Oh, wait, yes we do! 


PRICE $430 


Stupidly over-featured and fast, if 
you’ve got the cash, then plonk it 
down here. 


Reviewed in Issue 72 - Page 46 


[ Reviewed in Issue 72 - Page 47 
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AMD 
Athlon 64 


PRICE $1300 


Sadly gets beaten by a mid range 
Core 2 Duo, but still the top of 
AMD’s pile. 


Reviewed in Issue 66 - Page 39 


SLI Deluxe 


PRICE $310 


Perfection in a motherboard. 
Beautifully laid out and 
overclockable to boot. 


Reviewed in Issue 68 - Page 35 


OCZ Titanium Alpha VX2 


PRICE $774 


Oil slick coloured sticks are slick 
as their rainbow colours show. 
Make sure your mobo can hit the 
2.3V required to power them! 


Reviewed in Issue 72 - Page 52 Reviewed in Issue 72 - Page 30 


re ‘ 
PPRICE $670x2 * 


If you can find a Crossfire Edition 
card, pair it up with a standard 
XT for maximum speed. 


[ Reviewed in Issue 71 - Page 58 “il 


PRICE $1200 


The next generation is here, and 
it kicks arse. Will be even better 
as drivers mature. 


nintek 
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Noctua NH-U9 


PRICE $60 


It may only be 90mm, 

but its cooling power is 
exemplary, coming in only 
slightly behind its 120mm 
brother. 


Samsung HD160JJ 
160GB 


PRICE $90 


Super quiet and yet still 
fast, the 160GB Samsung 
offers excellent value 

for money. 


Samsung 931C 


PRICE $47: 


2ms of raging colour 
gamuts and beautifully 
smooth tonality that will 
make you weep with joy 
and hug strangers. 


PRICE $110 
You'll find that these 
circumaural boomers will 
do you justice just fine if 
you can’t afford a THX 7.1 
platinum plated surround 
sound setup. 


HARDGGRE 


nintek 


PRICE $115 

Perfect for LANs with 

its heavy duty handle, 
military styling and 
rugged construction, the 
Ammo blasts the budget 
competition away. 


Reviewed in Issue 72 - Page 42 


Reviewed in /ssue 69 — Page 40 ] 


Reviewed in Issue 70 - Page 56 


Reviewed in /ssue 38 - Page 30 


Reviewed in /ssue 60 - Page 50 


PRICE $75 


Tower cooling that will keep 
your tower cool. Whack 

a Nexus 120mm fan on 

for near silent cooling. 


Reviewed in Issue 72 - Page 42 


PRICE $85 


Make sure you get the 
optional AM2 bracket 
(hence the higher price). 

Grab that same Nexus fan. 


PRICE $150 


Seagate’s fancy new 
technology makes this 
beast both fat and fast. 
We’re almost at 1TB! 


Samsung 244T 
PRICE $1550 

Brilliance at 24", the 

244T offers 6ms gaming, 

a wonderful gamut and more 
inputs than an alien hooker. 


PRICE $210 

While it can’t hold a candle 
to the Z-5500D, with a price 
this low there’s no excuse 
not to jump to 5.1. 


Cooler Master 
Stacker 830 


PRICE $310 


Like the Stacker before it, 
this sensational Stacker 
stacks sumptuous 
specifications salaciously. 


Reviewed in Issue 72 - Page 42 


Asetek 
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Vapour phase change. 
Ooooh. Vapour. Phase. 
Change. No matter how 
many times you say it, 
it’s still cool (pun!) 
Reviewed in Issue 64 - Page 38 | 


Cool-Trek 
lostok 


PRICE $199 oe, 
Until more extreme cooling 
systems come along that 
are AM2 compatible, this 
little kit will have to fill the 
gap. Make sure you get the 
updated mounting kit. 


Reviewed in Issue 69 - Page 48 


Reviewed in Issue 64 - Page 50 } 


[ Reviewed in /ssue 61 - Page 36 } 


Reviewed in Issue 69 - Page 40 


Math Digital 
WD1 S500ADFD 


ie $380x2 


Dear lord. The performance 
king hath cometh, short of 
whacking in a SCSI. Buy 
two and RAID ’em. 


Dell 
3007 WFP 


PRICE $2599 


Thirty inches, 2560x1600, 
1ims G2G. If you can 
handle the size and cost 
to run this massive beauty, 
you won’t be disappointed. 


Logitech 


PRICE $500 


Able to play the ‘liquid gold’ 
that is DTS 96KHz/24-bit, 
this 5.1 beast can wreck 
both home and hearing 
alike with equal impunity. 


Lian-Li PC-S80 
PRICE $490 


The PC-S80 must have 
been designed by an ear- 
muff wearing design dude 
as it not only looks sleek 
and cools well, but it’s 
super quiet to boot. 


Reviewed in Issue 61 - Page 49 


[ Reviewed in /ssue 48 - Page 56 


Reviewed in /ssue 66 - Page 41 


| Reviewed in Issue 68 - Page 41 | 
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Reviewed in Issue 62 - Page 40 
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Daniel Rutter wants his $100 laptop. Now. 


A’ of people who buy a laptop don’t actually need one. 

If a laptop is your only computer then yes, it probably does have 
to be a fully functional PC or Mac in its own right. But lots of people have 
laptops as companions to their desktop computer. If that’s the case, then the 
requirements change — as evidenced by all of the people using PDAs or fancy 
mobile phones for email and Web browsing. 

The problem with that solution is that the 
screen's teeny-weeny, the battery life is often pretty 
ordinary (especially if you're using wireless features), 
and the keyboards suck unless you buy an add-on 
keyboard that uses Bluetooth or whatever. 

There is, however, a third class of device, that's 
been popular in its niche for years now. Proper 
keyboard, built-in non-hinged ‘mail slot’ screen 
that’s big by phone standards but small compared 
with a laptop, low power CPU, non-volatile RAM 
for storage, power from AA batteries or inexpensive 
built-in rechargeables. 

Probably the best example of this breed at 
the moment is AlphaSmart’s Dana, the ‘Wireless’ 
version of which has IrDA, USB and Wi-Fi 
connectivity (in increasing order of interestingness), 
a 560x160 greyscale mail-slot screen (which 
you can write on with a stylus), and tons of 
software, because it runs Palm OS. Not all of that software knows about the 
widescreen, but you can’t have everything. 

But the Dana’s US$429. You can get a decent used ThinkPad for that. 

Now, however, there’s the OLPC (laptop.org), and it knocks the Dana into 
a cocked hat. 

Well, it will if it gets off the ground. 

The ‘One Laptop Per Child’ project used to be aimed at making a ‘US$100 
laptop’. It doesn’t look likely to manage that, at least not at first, but the thing 
ought not to end up costing more than US$200 even when it’s new. And 
that's peanuts compared with other ‘PC companions’. 

Most nerds have already heard the basics of the OLPC spec, and seen 
the round and friendly prototype models with their (now abandoned) crank- 
handle chargers. At the moment the OLPC’s meant to have a dual-mode 
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Even 

if they 
tripled the 
price for the 
retail market, 
| bet OLPCs 
would sell 
in droves. 


7.5" 800x600 colour or 1200x900 monochrome screen (colour mode 
doesn't work in sunlight, but mono does), a 366MHz Geode CPU (giving 
about a zillion times as much power as the old Z80-driven AA-battery 
machines that a surprising number of people still use), a built-in camera, 
wireless networking (802.11 and ad hoc mesh), and the list goes on. No 
moving parts, long battery life, et cetera. 

It'll run Linux by default. And they're meaning 
to sell tons of the things, so there’s no way there 
won't be an active development community. 

How much would you pay for an OLPC, even if it 
only came with a basic software suite? 

Two hundred bucks? Three hundred? 

Why not sell them at a premium to affluent 
nerds to subsidise below-cost sales to the 
developing world? 

It's been done before, you know. The BayGen 
Freeplay ‘clockwork radio’ was sold in exactly 
this way. 

Even if they tripled the OLPC'’s price for the retail 
market, | bet the things’d sell in droves. 

At the moment, all laptop.org’s FAQ has to 
say about retail sales is, ‘A commercial version of 
the machine will be explored in parallel’, which is 
worryingly vague. It brings to mind Apple's self- 
destructive education market policies, where they made cool things like the 
EMate 300 and then refused to sell them to ordinary people. 

Of course, given the seething mass of corruption that is the developing 
world, it’s obvious that OLPCs will end up being sold to ordinary Western 
consumers. Crooks will intercept plenty of them before 
any kid even gets to see them. 

The only way to stop that from happening is for the 
OLPC makers to sell them directly. 

So, for everybody's sake, | hope they do. 


Dan will put his hand up as an affluent nerd if it 
means getting his hands on cool things. 
dan@atomicmpc.com.au 
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~ Now with exclusive magazine 
content including game and tech 
reviews, features-and tutorials. 


atomic 


All new forums and funky features. 


And a hot new look! 


Expand your Atomic universe visit 
www,.atomicmpc.com.au 


SUBSCRIBE AND WIN* 
1 OF 2 SIGNED WORLD 


OF WARCRAFT POSTERS 
Once in a lifetime opportunity! _ 
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These fantastic World of Warcraft posters have been signed by the head honchos over at 
Blizzard and are priceless pieces of game memorabilia. To have a chance to win one of the 
two posters we have, all you need to do is subscribe this month. You will never have another 


chance to own such an awesome and highly-prized poster, so don’t miss this one! 
For a chance to win this awesome prize, visit 


WWW.atomicnp<¢.com.au/subscribe.cisp 


* Terms and conditions apply. Please see the website for more details. 


Create the new AfomicT-shirt! 6 


We need you to come up with a slogan for the new Atomic T-shirt. If you think you're pretty clever, 
or just pretty... or maybe just clever, email your slogans to 
by 22 December 2006 to have your fancy phrasings considered. Once the deadline is reached, we 


will give the entries to our maniac monkeys who will sift through them all and choose the entry that 
best fits the force that is Atomic. 
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1 year subscription PL! 


Cc ’ i} walibenlranli 
Subscribe online now 


1 year (14 issues) $69.80 save 35% from the newsstand price 
2 Years (27 issues) $120.00 save 44% from the newsstand price 
6 month auto renew (bonus issues not available) 


1 year (14 issues) $79.80 SAVE 30% from the newsstand price 
2 Years (27 issues) $1 37.00 SAVE 40% from the newsstand price 
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1? ~ 4 It is the future, long after an apocalyptic war has =) |< 
iF d@estroyed most of the human civilization. In thisnew < 
»world, the Roman Catholic Church has become a major — 
military power, whose goals include the protection of 
manity against the vampiric Methuselahs, who prey 
vpon mankind. Hope resides solely in a new breed of N 


~ Tunter, operating under the Vatican’s authority. The true = 
battle between holiness and evil has begun. 


© 2005 Trinity Blood Partners. Licensed by FUNimation® Productions, Lid. All Rights Reserved. 
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\* and conquer the world. Can ahi warriors Ken 
~- —_ and Ryu thwart his manic plans? The ultimate battle 
between good and evil is about to begin! 


-STHE ORIGINAL, AND STILL THE BEST 


© 2006 Capcom U.S.A., Inc. All Rights Reserved. 


GHTER 2 V THE 
The Time Is Right For Fighting in the Street. 
4 DISC SET 


DON’T MISS THE CLASSIC ANIMATED 
TV SERIES: STREET FIGHTER II: V. 
ALSO AVAILABLE IN DECEMBER 
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Get the freshest info from Madman HQ 


distributed by Available at 
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GAMES, GAMING AND GAMERS COVERED ATOMIC-STYLE 


Wi a balmy season Christmas is! We had so many games to review this _—_ epic; for those after a mix of FPS and RPG, Dark Messiah should cater well 

month we could barely check them all out. Eventually, we just did our best and bringing up the Xbox 360 front is Epic’s Gears of War, which totally 

to pick a solid selection so you can have a great, variety-filled holiday. blew us out of the water and off the planet. While we make our way back to 
For the RPG fan, there's Neverwinter Nights 2, the sequel to a classic Earth, feel free to peruse the games ahead. 


GAMEPLAY 
CONTENTS 


Engine Room 62 
Supreme Commander 

Ben Mansill travels to Paris for a bit of 
Chris Taylor loving. He also managed 

to look at his terrifically good Supreme 
Commander RTS. 


Geekette 82 


Kate Inabinet breaks up with her lover. 
She's in desperate need of consoling. 


Game reviews 


Dark Messiah 
of Might and Magic 


Neverwinter Nights 2 
Medieval II: Total War 
Flight Simulator X 
Gears of War 


Culture Shock reviews 
Pulse 

Children of Men 

The Wrong Man 

Trinity Blood 
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_ Supreme Commander 


Ben Mansill discovers how the RTS genre has been 
saved from stagnation... with a vengeance. 


Se developer Chris Taylor is as excitable as a 
kid at Christmas. Atomic is at Supreme Commander's 
international unveiling and Taylor is busting at the seams. 

‘This is a game for hardcore gamers. It is a simulation!’ 
He's not talking it up because that’s his job, but because 
after three years in development, one of gaming's most 
ambitious projects ever is nearing completion. 

Taylor's Gas Powered Games is one of the few remaining 
independent developers that’s had enough successful 
games under its belt to now be able to take risks. Supreme 
Commander is a generational leap ahead of any previous or 
planned (that we're aware of) RTS. 


Why it matters 


Supreme Commander (SC) forges new ground in three 
key areas: i 


e PC gaming technology 
Combine multi-core CPU support, with dual monitor support, 
with a graphics engine that lets you zoom all the way out 


pee eee Commandos and for the first time in RTS history, and a physics-driven game 
Above nat Nothing an Ewok world swarming with evolved Al, and you have a PC gaming 
couldn't bring down. showcase that makes us proud again to be PC gamers. 
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ee: 


e The use ios 
Complete! cus omisable interface empowering the 
thu sprecedented control over a vast 3D 

_ world that could so asily have slipped into being 

" a convoluted unplayable mess, but instead is 


e Real strategy 
‘This is not a rock-paper-scissors game,’ says 
Taylor. And how. The emphasis on insane pace and 
pure action over the years has driven many away from RTS. 
SC will bring them all back. The only way to win in SC is by 
being a clever bugger. 


Zoom zoom zoom 


The zoom feature creates two wonderful benefits. First 

and most obviously, it gives you an easy ‘quick take’ on 

the scope of the battle zone. Even if you run dual monitors, 
with one permanently set as the strategic view while playing 
you'll constantly be flicking in and out with the mousewheel 
to get just the right perspective for the moment. It’s a bit like 
changing gears while driving or riding, after playing for 

a while you intuitively swing up and down to meet the needs 
of that particular moment in your game. 

Needless to say, the strategic benefit of being able to 
see every unit on the field simultaneously, or whatever 
tighter degree of view you choose, classes this as a true 
strategic simulation. Any other fixed-view RTS had better be 
pretty damn hot to make playing bearable, for once you've 
experienced SC’s zoom you'll only muster anger at lazy 
developers with primitive technology if they force you to see 
a handful of buildings and units at once. 

The second benefit is that by zooming out you are enlarging 
the space of the gameplay. It multiplies the active area you are 
playing in, which can in effect multiply the game’s difficulty, but 
conversely can also multiply the satisfaction. 

In particular, it leads to greater appreciation of the role 
of air units. In every other RTS, air units are not so much 
‘air units, but units that cast a shadow and can travel 
over things. In SC, zooming out gives you a sense of the 
‘simulation’ feel of the game. For once you can feel the true 
size of the battle zone, and that it is indeed a 3D space. 

Air units are now proper flying objects, missiles soar up to 
impressive altitudes before arcing back to ground. 
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ysics 101 


Every facet of SC is built to adhere to physics you can see, 
feel and use as a key gameplay element. A good example 
of physics is the nukes. In lesser RTS games a missile 
would launch, disappear off the screen and reappear in 

an animation blattering the enemy's base. In SC the game 
calculates the range and sends the missile on a physics- 
driven ballistic arc. If the range is longer the missile will fly 
higher and the arc of its flight will reflect that. When a nuke 
interceptor missile (the game's equivalent of the US Patriot 
missile), is launched, it's one 3D object moving at high 
speed vs another. If it hits it's because it was able to launch 
in time and the trajectory was favourable. There's no behind 
the scenes CPU dice throwing going on here. As Chris j 
Taylor says, ‘The weapons do what they do.’ imited range and endurance before needing to retu ove SC will be a battle of the 


SC’s physics play a tangible role in game strategy. For base for re-fuelling. elt eee 


WOO" ANISNS 


example, if two facing armies are separated by hills or Despite the hardcore physics, SC does not sup C a bit of good ol’ fashioned brawn. 
obstructions, then missiles will be far more effective than the AGEIA PhysX card, or for that matter, any oth 
direct-fire weapons. : 

Physics also apply i ig a ‘real world. manner to air units. 
There's a ‘fuel model’ in . SC:that means air units will have 


Below The view of Sydney from 
Taronga in the 29th century. 


likely end up in time being considered 
layer masterpiece, the single player campaign nas 


ch. This follows the standard RTS single player > 
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Right Aircraft do more than just 
cast shadows. 

Below Swords are just for show 
when you're this big. 

Below right Battling the effects 
of rising sea levels in the future. 
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shops near you soon. 


If you make an RTS 


take out all the 
as far as I'm 
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method, but given SCs depth should offer a far more satisfying 
game experience. Skirmish mode will offer pretty much any 
way to play, including mega games with huge worlds and 
‘enough to satisfy gamers that like a long easy paced game 
that lasts all afternoon’, according to Chris Taylor. 

The Al you'll play can be assigned ‘traits’, or strategic 
personalities, to keep things interesting. But don’t expect to 
master a particular Al opponent any time soon, as they can 
change strategy in the game dynamically. 

Fine tuning the Al was, in part, 
accomplished during development by having \\ 
anew version of the Al fight the older version. \ 
Darwinian Al evolution in a box, coming to 


Economic strategy 


While the niceness of being able to queue and level-up 
units before their manufacturing building has even been 
completed streamlines war-making, it doesn’t mean you 
can spend as recklessly as George W without the means to 
support your war economy. Everything needs to be paid for 
in resources, being energy and mass. The building won't be 
completed or the units queued built unless you have energy 
and mass at the time. SC’s economics are a major part of 
Strategic gameplay, and another reason why this game is 
a true simulation. You can’t pay for anything in advance. 
Instead all construction draws on resources available at the 
time of building. A unit or building can remain partially built, 
with building progressing a bit at a time as more resources 
become available. 

Both energy and mass are not accumulated and 
banked, as with most RTS games. Instead you build an 
infrastructure to constantly generate these resources. You'll 
have an income of each that you can grow by building more 
generators. When you build, your income is diverted until 
the building or unit is complete, then your income shoots 
back up again and is available for other projects. Overspend 
and you run into the red and building slows to a crawl as 
your income is strained. 
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Being a hardcore RTS, SC demands that intricate base Game economics being so fundamental f Above Come on, show us your 
building and resource management be mastered. Chris overlay option that shows exactly how muc atom Planting erated 
Taylor views this as a fundamental part of RT ‘strategy’, and i desert... there must be oil there. 
takes adim view of RTS games that simplify this process ier i Pant race tea teen 

__ in favour of ‘action’ based combat. In time, we will see true energy storage buildings — a ‘bank’ 
"masters of this game emerge in tournaments and what depends on a constant stream of 
‘a sight to behold it will be. Playing SC is the sum of its parts, 
and creating an effective base, while carefully harvesting 
resources, is the engine that enables you to put into play 
combat strategies. 

‘The economy is just as important to the game as the ~ 
strategic decisions,’ says Taylor. ‘If you make an RTS and 
take out all the “boring bits”, as far as I’m concerned you've 
ripped the heart out of the game.’ Right on! 


structur upgrades that there’s no one clear ‘optimum’ 
ild sequence of structures or units. The game is designed 


powertul. Master players will learn to make the most of its 
features. For example, waypoints can be issued for units ) 


ENGINE ROOM 
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Above Putting on a lightshow for 
the troops. 

Right A robot destroying stuff 
with his piercing gaze. 

Below It’s not easy being big, 
dealing with pesky little fighters. 


Think that's a 
orders to automay : 


before the unit arrives. It's just one more element that makes 
SC look like a spiffy techy sexy game you can't help loving. 
Being a proper strategy game, you can ‘set various 
unit types spread across th map to all attack one target 
simultaneously. The Al will, org they all hit your target at 
the same time, regardless of their individual unit speed or 
distance to travel. 
Another particularly cool use of a strategic unit is to 
‘spoof’ the enemy. Special units « Cal e built that appear on 
the enemy’s radar as multiple large nits, thus (hopefully) 
diverting the enemy’s attention as adiversion away from an 
attack elsewhere on that map. Trés cool! ” 
Unit Al is promised to be well above average. Units near 
a base will automatically defend it, and can be preset with 


varying degrees of whether they stay close to base, or 
pursue enemies back into their territory. 

Al-controlled formations take a load off micro-managing 
armies. Group select a bunch of different unit types to 
move them to attack, or defend, and they will automatically 
arrange themselves in the optimum formation, with heavy 
armour to the front and ranged attack in the rear. 

The entire design ethos of SC is built around the premise 
that winning is up to player thought, not the exploitation of 
game mechanics. As Chris Taylor summed up: ‘We want 
a strategic thinker to be the victor. This is not a clickfest!’ 


Interfacing 


SC uses a unique iconography set when zoomed out. 

It's very close to the icons NATO uses in naval Combat 
Information Centres, or AWACS displays. Instead of 

little aircraft, tanks, etc, the icons are a simplified set of 
squares, semi-circles, etc, that will quickly become more 
readily interpretable for the player. There are subtle 
differences that mark different units. Naval units, for 
example, may be a semi-circle, but if it's a submerged unit 
the semi-circle is inverted. They also look very cool and 
add much to the sim feel of SC. 

The UI that players in the multiplayer beta test used, as 
well as the UI shown in the screenshots on these pages 
will be completely reworked prior to release. It’s the 
last bit of major work that SC needs, according to Chris 
Taylor. One particular change will be adding function 
to the mini map, so clicking on a spot on it will take you 
there on the main screen. In the early stages of design 
the developers believed that most players simply scroll 
around to navigate, but the beta test showed that many 
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d to be able to navigate using the mini map. 


sometimes enormous playing fields, which 
up to (the equivalent of) 80km on a side, getting 
dis easy. When zoomed out just click on where you 
‘want to go and spin the mouse wheel and there you will be. 
Within the game you can adjust the position of the UI to 
suit your tastes. Much like the Windows Task Bar, simply 
drag the UI, or elements of it, to wherever you like. 
The UI will be completely moddable. Expect to see 
a cottage industry of themed Uls as the game’s community 
develops. According to Chris Taylor, ‘every single aspect’ of 
the UI will be moddable. 
While the degree the UI can be modded is apparently 
infinite, the game has an in-built mechanism that detects 
a UI mod that it deems to give a player a competitive 
advantage. In that situation the game will disallow that mod. 
Exact details of how this system works were not revealed, 
as it's still being fine-tuned. Further protection against 
cheating will be patches issued by Gas Powered Games to 
counter cheats or exploits as needed. 


Map symmetry. 

Each multiplayer map is divided into perfect mirror images 

of one'topology. Chris Taylor believes that each player 

should have an identical chance of success, saying, ‘I hate 

it when,my opponent is even! ‘one millimetre closer to a 

particular resource or,choke point. In Strategic Commander 
everyone's guaranteed the same playing field.’ 


Supreme technology 

: SC is going to tax your CPU first, memory second and 
~ graphics third. ‘The > computer is working a lot harder 
than.in other games’ says Taylor, in what we consider 
an understatement. 

‘Any new video card should be able to handle the split- 
screen,’ claims Taylor, who confirmed to us that a 7800 
is the high end for SC. After that it’s all down to the CPU. 
Single core CPUs are recommended to be at least 3GHz. 

SC is a game that will really fly with multi-core CPUs. 
The game is also optimised for specific CPU architectures, 
although Gas Powered Games wouldn’t give exact details 
about that for now. 

‘This is going to be the quad-core game,’ says Taylor. 
‘It’s pushing the limits of PC gaming.’ Exactly how SC will — 
perform on slower dual core, or fast single core CPUs 
remains to be seen (but you can get a sneak peek by 
reading our Core 2 Extreme review on page 46)), ( 
tweaking options are promised to ensure most gamer 
competent rigs can find their performance sweet spot. 


that do other pes of processing, like so! d. 

To obtain such smooth zooming p vance SC uses 
sophisticated Level of Detail programm ‘ou wouldn't 
know, though. It all just works. U os detail is quite 
good, but not on par with, say, a utt edge FPS. That’s a 

_ trade-off though. In the later stages of a game, SC’s world 
is buzzing with possibly hu units, all behaving to 
» physics rules and potentially wi A multiple orders. This is 

why SC isa CPU game, not eiaphics card game. 


t improve the game's visual 
pecific, some examples include 


Above Yeah, those tanks are 
gonna come in handy. 
peiow When diplomacy breaks 


idea we are exploring right now — and the al 
lot more units and trees while using less ot 
Up close the bits that count look very good. V 
is particularly nice, generously so for a 
Buildings are very ‘polygonal’ in og 


They'll burn or get knocked di 
off near enough, and even ste 


monumental develop nent ta 


and this is an pie 
when we get 


to balance those just right 
ich scrutiny will be focused 


DARK MESSIAH 


4 


~~ 


Dark 


; 


essiah 


} 


of Might and Magic 


Logan Booker can’t decide if he’s good, bad or just ugly. 


A: far as universes go, Might and Magic is 
right up there with the likes of Ultima, and 


probably He-Man, if you have no qualms with 
mixing games with campy '80s TV shows. Nine 
games spanning 15 years fill out the role-playing 
side, and five games the strategy end for almost 
as long. And, while we're being well taken care 
of strategy wise with Heroes of Might and Magic, 
i's been a pretty darn long time since we've 
seen anything even remotely RPG. Enter Dark 
essiah of Might and Magic, a pleasing fusion of 
d and new. 

The new is the realtime first person shooter 
ement, providing an ‘out’ for developer Arkane 
udios, who likely felt a game based on the 
odding gameplay of the original M&M would 
ave died in this age of fast-paced gaming. The 
dis a point-based skill system that allows you 
to customise your character. This is the extent of 
personalisation, seeing as there’s no character 
generation at the game's beginning. Instead, we 
get to play Sareth, a young apprentice for the 
wizard Phenrig. The first mission, a crawl through 
a series of catacombs to retrieve a magic crystal 
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(is there any other kind?), serves as the game's 
tutorial. It is here we learn of Sareth’s innate 
ability to see in the dark for short periods of time, 
as well as his firm grip on sword-swinging and 
spell-slinging. 

As the game progresses, we learn — 
disappointingly — quickly that Sareth is more 


Fre in ' 


than a simple apprentice. In fact, he’s the son of 
the one the universe's most evil patriarchs. Don't 
worry about spoilers — the plot is so thinly veiled 
that if you haven't figured out Sareth’s origins 
after the first 10 minutes of play, it’s unlikely you'll 
make it further than those 10 minutes. 

The rest of the game is spent battling the 
minions of evil in the form of goblins, orcs, 
necromancers, trolls and spiders, to retrieve 
a sacred item known as the Skull of Shadows. 
Turns out Dad's stuck inside the skull and needs 
you to bust him out. The game will give you 
a couple of opportunities to display your quality 
as anice guy or a complete prick, the choices 
affecting the final outcome of the game. 

Combat is the bread, butter and blood of DM 
and like Bethesda’s Oblivion, is a very interactive 
affair. It requires a combination of charge attacks 
(performed by holding down and releasing 
the left mouse button), quick blows (repeated 
tapping of LMB), parrying (which can be done 
with weapons and shields by simply holding 
down the right mouse button), kicking (courtesy 
of the F key) and spell casting. A hot bar located 
at the bottom of the screen represents Sareth’s 
belt and, by pressing the Tab key, you can 
access Sareth’s inventory and spell book and 


TEXTURE OVERLOAD 


Dark Messiah is based on Valve’s Source 
engine and as such, shares all of its strengths 
and weaknesses. Sadly, one of those 
weaknesses is fat-arse textures, which is really 
a strength when you think about it, except when 
you're running anything short of a 7950GX2 or 
1950XTX. Symptoms of big textures are slow 


poor performance. 

The best option? Lower the texture detail 
down a notch to Medium, especially if you're 
running a low-memory system or graphics card. 
The difference in performance will astound you. 


loading times, stuttering gameplay and generally 


The ‘Banish Fat=arse:Textures’ 
i ilab le 
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Part of the game requires you to spend 
points to obtain skills. Below we've included 
what we believe to be the best build, mixing 
the defensive strength of a caster with the 
power of a melee combatant. Once you've 
nabbed these abilities, feel free to spend as 
you please. 


Might Tree 


T 
| Magic Tree 


Telekinesis 1/1 
Heal 1/1 
Sanctuary 1/1 


| Melee Combat 3/3 


| Strength 3/3 


The key here is to use Sanctuary almost all 
the time, as it protects you from all damage 
(including falling) so you won't have any need 
for armour. With three points in Strength, you'll | 
be able to use shields and all the powerful 
swords, including Earthfire and Soul Drinker. 
The only weakness is a lack of health, but 
seeing as you won't get hit that much (and 
you have Heal), it’s not that big a deal. Our 
recommendation is to start putting points into 
Magic Affinity so you can get the increased 
mana pool and eventually, increased recharge, 
so you can keep Sanctuary up constantly. 


assign weapons, potions and abilities to each 
belt slot, which in turn binds that assignment 
to one through to nine on the keyboard. Which 
spells and weapons you can use is determined 
by your selection of skills. 

Speaking of skills, DM features a light-ish RPG 
element. Skill points are awarded for completing 
missions (so XP farming is a no-no), and these 
points can be spent on skills by hitting the Tab 
key. The first tier skills require only a point or two 
to access, but as you progress down each skill 
tree, you'll have to invest anywhere up to 12 points 
to gain a new ability. Spending points in say, the 
Might tree, not only makes you a better fighter, 
but also lets you use the game's potent weapons. 
Investing in the Magic tree lets you wield magical 
staves that absorb magical attacks, and even 
drain magic from your enemies. 

Sadly, the ‘powerful’ abilities aren't really that 
powerful — for instance the spell Sanctuary, 
which protects you from all damage, can be 
gained before a single target ability that weakens 
enemies by shrinking them. 

Our main gripes with the game come from 
the lack of plot obfuscation, the counter-intuitive 
level design and the rope bow. You'd have to 
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be a corpse on sunken ship in the middle of the 
deepest, darkest reaches of the Pacific Ocean 
to not catch on to the whole ‘Sareth is evil’ thing. 
Some levels feel like they were designed to be 
admired, not played through — the Necromancer 
Temple and the Catacombs in the later parts of 
the game come to mind. And the rope bow will 
have you swinging into all sorts of dead ends as 
you try to make your way around the less than 
obvious level design. 

The game comes with 12 stages, and 
completion of the single player is achievable in 
about 10 to 15 hours. A multiplayer component, 
produced independenily by developer Kuju, 
should see this time extended many times 
over if you want to take it online. Unlike the 
single player, MP requires you to select either 
the Humans or Undead, and then one of five 
different classes —- Assassin, Warrior, Priestess, 
Mage and Archer. 

Competent and playable until its conclusion, 
Dark Messiah is a solid start to what we hope will 
be the rebirth of the RPG-based Might and Magic. 
Although a lack of clear level design, lacklustre 
‘end’ powers and that damn rope bow stop it from 
being perfect, the fun is in plentiful supply. 


Trolls can take a lot of 
punishment before they 
drop. The best option is 
to find something in the 

environment, like a long drop, 
and lead them to their deaths. 


GANVIEPLAY 


r Arkane Studios/Kuju 
Ubisoft 


Recommended 2.8GHz CPU; 1GB 
RAM; 512MB DX9 video card; 
Steam account for online play. 


| 
| 
darkmessiahgame.uk.ubi.com | 
| 


Great looking game; nice mix 
of RPG and FPS; very physical 
combat; semi-linear. 


Plot is way too thin; level 
design could have been 
better; damn rope bow. 
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David Kidd finds out whether Obsidian can improve the 
game that constantly improves itself. 


N everwinter Nights was a phenomenon. 

It had a crappy single-player campaign, 
which meant few people had a reason to buy 

it, yet the promise of user-generated mods and 
human-controlled dungeon mastering led many 
to take a leap of faith. That faith paid off, for 
while the stock game was an impotent bore, 
the two official expansion packs, combined 
with thousands of community modifications, 
modules, and artwork, made this the home of 
more content than any other computer RPG. 
We have Bioware’s vision to thank for this, who 
not only upped its game for the expansions and 
Premium modules, but had the initial foresight to 


create a powerful and accessible toolset for the 
community. For sheer hours of gameplay, NWN 
is the best value game ever created. 

But despite the staggering amount of content 
out there, NWN needs a makeover, and the 
reins have been handed over to Obsidian. Led 
by RPG legend Feargus Urquhart (Planescape, 
Fallout, Baldur's Gate, need we say more?), 
Obsidian answered the call in the most logical 
way possible: same, but more, and better. NWN 
2 has more items, monsters, classes and spells 
than the original, plus there's a few significant 
updates that make this a worthy RPG in its own 
right, rather than waiting on a critical mass 


CRITICAL HIT TO, ER, FRAMERATES 


frames, here are a few tweaks you can try: 


the biggest performance increase. 


reflection/refraction. 


Yes, the new Neverwinter sucks performance like a big sucky thing. To try and regain those 
* Disable anything related to shadows and point shadows. Turning these off should provide 


* Turn off Object Fade. This should provide a moderate performance boost. 
* Systems with low-memory video cards can try lowering texture size/detail and water 


These simple tips should reap a nice gain in frames per second. 
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of community modules to make it worth the 
purchase price. 

The first improvement is the campaign. It’s 
a big, sweeping tale that sucks you back to 
the heyday of PC RPGs of the late ’90s. This 
was the time when Planescape, Baldur’s Gate 
and Icewind Dale reigned supreme, only to be 
superseded by 3D engines, seamless worlds 
and MMOs. NWN 2's story kicks off gently, and 
in a clichéd way. It sees you questing from your 
peaceful village ‘down south’, up towards big 
important places full of evil and intrigue. It’s 
a corny entrance and the pastiche Americana 
fantasy world is grating, but give it a few hours 
and you'll be hooked. The story throws a variety 
of companions at you to help out, and in the 
biggest departure from the original you can now 
directly control your party members, including 
their levelling options. 

The next target for Obsidian was the 
graphics, and this too has been given 
a complete overhaul. The entire engine (and 
toolset) has been written from scratch, which 
means higher resolution textures, more polys, 
and probably the best spell effects ever to 
weave their way across the screen. As much of 
the game is played zoomed out, many of these 


atemic 


improvements will go unnoticed, but the extra 
detail gives the cinematic cut-scenes an extra 
gloss. Unfortunately, however, the graphics 
update demands a hefty resource tax. It’s slow, 
chuggy, and the numerous loading screens 
drag on unnecessarily. 
For relatively quiet, 
uncrowded visuals, 
it's unacceptable that 
even modest systems 
need to turn the 
graphics down. And it's 
even more frustrating 
that your system is 
chugging over what 
are relatively minor 
improvements over 
NWN in the first place. 

It doesn't stop there, 
either. The interface is 
a tragic, clunky affair 
that's made even more 
astounding when you 
think back to NWN’s wonderfully intuitive radial 
menu. Obsidian’s decision to go for a delayed, 
cascading menu over what was already there 
defies any logic. 

On the upside, however, the entire 
interface is designed from the ground up 
0 be customisable, which not only means 
hat modders can skin the interface for their 
modules, but new features could also be 


The real 
‘BD question 
is will you go 
back to N\ 
after playin 
the sequel. 
answer is 
an easy no. 


other curiositie 

you carr ight them a 
implemented. This customisation also extends 
back to the toolset itself, which has been 
rewritten for the new engine. Obsidian knows 
that the module makers kept NWN alive, and 
the new toolset allows scripts and dialog 
(but no graphical 
elements) to be 
imported into the 
new engine. 

We've given NWN 
2 a bit of a slagging 
here, but that's only 
because NWN set the 
bar so high. The real 
question is whether 
you'll go back to 
NWN after playing 
the sequel, and the 
answer is an easy no. 
It's resource hungry 
and the UI is messy, 
but it looks and plays 
better in almost every 
other way. The campaign alone is enough to 
justify the purchase, and Obsidian’s work at 
catering for the community via the toolset and 
import options will go a long way in stimulating 
community involvement. 

We'll miss NWN, but it's time to hand over 
the keys. Here's to another five years of 
expansions, modules, and hours of dialogue 
that misuse the words ‘thee’ and ‘thou’. 


N 
he 


Having trouble updating your copy of Neverwinter Nights 2? Earlier versions of the included 
updater program had the habit of writing the incorrect version information to the registry. As 
a result, when the updater goes looking for an update online to patch your version, it won't be 
able to find the right file and hence, no update occurs. 

To see if you're affected, crack open Regedit and traverse to HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\ 
SOFTWARE\Obsidian\NWN 2\Neverwinter and look at the Version registry key. If it reads 
‘0.95’, try changing it to ‘1.00’ and run the updater again. If that fails, try ‘1.01’. 

If you don’t have any luck with these registry changes, you'll have to reinstall the game and 
grab the latest updater for NWN 2 — it should (now, thankfully) download automatically when 
you run the update program after the fresh install. 
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GAMEPLAY 


www.atari.com/nwn2 


Recommended 
3GHz CPU, 1GB RAM, 2GB HDD, | 
256MB graphics card 


\ 


Big, fat, built-in campaign; 
more of everything. 


Unnecessarily resource 
hungry; poor UI. 


‘Tim Lo man gets taste for exorbitant taxation, 


religion and arranged marriages in med 


Reve the visceral, chaotic, frenzy 
that was medieval combat is the stated 
aim of Creative Assembly's new offering 
Medieval II: Total War. And it is an aim 

well met. 

While the game occurs on the much the 
same map and has much the same premise 
— total domination - as Rome: Total War, this 
update to the franchise is far more immersive 
and is a genuine improvement from both 
a graphics and gameplay 

standpoint. 

Graphically the 
game is stunning. 
The additional detail 
the developer has 
put in adds volumes 
to the sense of 
realism. In fact, one 
of the main areas of 
development has 
been done 


ay) 


in the area of the troops themselves. No longer 
just a mass of clones, each unit comprises 

of individuals in differing dress and action. 
Each can block and parry on their own and 
many have their own unique finishing moves 
as they jump, cut, thrust and hack the enemy 
and then kick them to the ground in a mighty 
finishing move. 

The battle environments are also of a higher 
calibre to Rome and vary widely from gently 
undulating French countryside to Egyptian 
deserts to frozen savannahs to the peaks of 
the Swiss Alps. They can have a dramatic 
effect on the strategies you can employ in 
each baitle, but their biggest effect is to vary 
what can be the sometimes repetitious effort of 
endless combat. 

On the strategy side of the game, city 
management is much the same, but a number 
of new features have been added. On the 
building side, the game now features guilds 
such as the weapon smiths and thieves guilds 


that approach your cities, 
bestowing new abilities 
upon them. 

Players also have more choice in the 
management of their cities and must now 
decide whether to turn a captured settlement 
into a castle or a city. Cities are trade centres 
generating income but troop and building 
choices are restricted. Castles allow for 
better troop choices but generate less 
income. Specific factions will also gain 
buildings that are unique to them. 

As befitting the time, religion is also a major 
focus of the game. Heresy was and is a threat 
to all factions in the game. On the world map, 
players can recruit religious units to keep up 
faith in cities and settlements. If faith drops too 
low you face public riots and an Al controlled 
inquisitor character will appear to try and 
slaughter your irreligious faction characters. 

Religion also plays a part in the form of 
the Vatican faction. Much like the Roman 
Senate in Rome Total War, the Pope can hand 
out missions that will gain you a reward if 
successfully completed. Similarly, if you are at 
war with a rival catholic faction he can hand 
out edicts ordering you to cease hostilities. 
Failing to do so will see you excommunicated 
and set upon by both the church and other 
catholic factions, so politics plays a strong part 
in Medieval’s gameplay. 

The Pope can also order you to embark on 
a Crusade to capture a settlement, or, for the 
Muslim factions, an Imam can order players to 
go on a Jihad. 

As mentioned the world map is much 
the same as Rome however, Denmark and 
Scotland have been added as conquest 
areas and factions. Later in the game the New 
World also becomes available as an area of 
exploration allowing you to retread Cortez’s 
footsteps and conquer the region and pump 
back gold to your faction. 

On the character side, religious characters 
are now available as mentioned, as are maiden 
princesses that can be married off to rival 
nations to form alliances or used as diplomats. 
Merchants can be used to out manoeuvre 
rival merchants and capture new streams of 
trade income. 

Politics and alliances are now more of 
a challenge. Whereas in Rome you only had 
to keep an eye on a couple of rival Roman 
factions, Medieval forces you to deal with 
a slew of European and Mid-East rival nations. 
Alliances have become even more important 


eatures of each warrior so that the chances of two troops looking alike are small. Selecting from 
three different designs for legs, arms and chests, seven for heads and ten for armour/shields, it 
is unlikely your tiny crusaders will stare at each other's outfits in disgust. 

Create Assembly has also made extensive use of motion capture technology for combat, so 
forget about corny two-frame animations - when these guys fight, it really looks like a fight. 
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and you must think hard 
potential enemy is allied 


That said, the scourge of Roman times 


— rebellion - definitely 
seems to be less of 
a problem in the 
medieval period. After 
months of neglect and 
with an empire stretched 
thin across half the 
known world, only a 
pesky two or three cities 
dared rebel under our 
extortionate taxation 
regime and minimal 
infrastructure investment 
Creative Assembly 
also says that the enemy 
Al has been overhauled 
with more thought given 
to army composition 


about whom your 
to before attacking. 


Only 

a pesky 
couple of cities 
dared rebel 
under our 

_extortionate 

taxation 
regime. 


while an endless barrage from your ballista 
or canon whittles them down to nothing. How 
many times will a suicidal attack followed by a 


GAMEPLAY 


timely withdrawal lure 
enemy units out from 
their safe formation or 
castle? Every time. In 
countless battles we 
think the enemy cavalry 
only attempted to flank 
us once. 

Like any great arm 
chair general game, 
Medieval Il: Total War 
makes you feel like an 
expert without ever 
marching further than 
the fridge in search 
of a beer. And with no 
pause button available 
in the Middle Ages, 


the game really gives you an appreciation 
of what military geniuses really meant during 
the period. 


and strategy, but at medium setting it really 
does seem to have the tactical skill of General 
Custer. Watch as the enemy stands oblivious 
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oper Creative Assembly 
>r Sega 
ite www.totalwar.com 


Recommended 
2GHz CPU; 1GB RAM; 128MB Dx 9 
video card. 


Great mix of strategy and 
action; revamped graphics 
and physics; top battlefields. 


Al could have been better; 
citizen more than happy to 
live in squalor. 


Ww] 


more like a scene froma 
‘movie. You know, the 


Flight Simulator X 


Christopher Dykstra takes high road. 


T intensity of the Flight Simulator packed with more aircraft and more missions, are already being swamped with previous 
series continues to expand with each plus additional detailed airports. In the deluxe users complaining about the performance 
new version and there is a definite focus on edition you can also test your skills as an Air downgrade. There is no doubt that FSX has 
improving graphics and one day surely it will Traffic Controller in the multiplayer. been designed to be run on Windows Vista 
be possible to navigate the globe using visual Microsoft this time around has made and Direct3D 10. 
clues alone without having to rely on navigation — significant improvements to the graphics within The real world environment in FSX includes 
aids for cross country flight. FSX. The only problem is on older systems you. moving objects such as cars, boats and much 
Flight Simulator X as you would expect are bound to suffer from extremely slow frame more to take realism to the next level. While 
these days comes in two versions, standard rates - we mean less than 10fps at times, this is an interesting addition to the simulator, 
and deluxe. Most seasoned users will no which is terrible compared to older versions. we wonder whether or not it is really all that 
doubt lean towards the deluxe version as it is Internet forums and flight sim community sites worth it. The developers could have spent 


It'll be a little while longer before we see Flight Simulator approved as 
a real world instruction tool but be assured it is definitely on the cards. 
Rumours are circulating to suggest that Microsoft will eventually gain 
Australian CASA approval however we believe that this will only ever 
work for Instrument Flight Rules or IFR training. We have heard that the 
maker of X Plane, (www.x-plane.com) has achieved FAA approval in 
the US and you can be assured that Microsoft won't be too far behind. 
As people who have used each and every Flight Simulator from 1995 
onwards we honestly believe that it does help you in improving your real 
world flying skills. Sure, it may not be the best in representing full motion 
flight, and turning onto final approach in Flight Simulator can be hard 
to master, but it does help pilots in many ways. Think about it from this 
aspect — you can continue to develop and improve instrument-scanning 
techniques for when you are flying under instrument conditions. You can 
| also accurately practice NDB, VOR and ILS approaches. The skills that 
you can develop from using Microsoft Flight simulator are endless. 
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should get you by until you 
have the dosh to upgrade or 
| you get bored of the game. 
According to www.fsstation. & 
com/articles/flight-simulator- | 
x-performance-tweaks. 
html the auto-generation of 
trees causes a lot of slow 
down, as does insufficient 
texture bandwidth settings. 
The aforementioned site has 
a variety of replacement file 
downloads to help you fix 
these settings and maybe 
pump up your frame rate 
without compromising too 
much on visual quality. 


Flight Simulator X is perhaps the most taxing version of the game yet. If you're not quite 
prepared to shell out for a new system to run this performance hog, then a few tweaks 


a bit more time working on the wider scenery 
rather than worry about small less useful 
objects such as cars and boats. 

We've always 
enjoyed the included 
aircraft with Microsoft 
Flight Simulator yet 
at the same time 
wish there were more 
working buttons 
and dials to play 
with, especially in 
the airliners. Their 
functions are limited. 

Experienced 
pilots and those 
wanting a more 
realistic experience 
will continue to use 
aircraft from third party 
developers. 

Microsoft has spent time developing more 
missions for those who like to add a bit more 
reality to their flying experience. Drop water 


Drop 

water 
bombs on 
targetsor | 
perform darin 
manoeuvres a 
an altitude 
of 50 feet. 


bombs on targets from the new microlight 
or take to the skies at an altitude of 50 feet 
in your Extra 300S while performing daring 
manoeuvres in the 
adrenalin pumping 
Red Bull Air Race. 
We don't profess 
to be a full-on online 
pilot but we can 
tell you that this 
is an area where 
FSX continues to 
improve with future 
developments. In 
multiplayer mode 
simmers can fly online 
with a large number 
of other simmers from 
across the globe, a 
feature that continues 
to grow in numbers 
with each new release of the FS sim. 
Overall, Flight Simulator X is a worthy, if 
resource-hungry addition to the series. 


d0ks more | 
‘now, the one 


Developer Microsoft 

Publisher Microsoft 

V ite www.microsoft.com/ 
games/flightsimulatorx 


Recommended 2.8GHz CPU; 
1.5GB RAM; 256MB video card. 


Huge improvement in graphics; 
more realistic missions; 
Garmin glass cockpits. 


You will need to upgrade your 
PC to take full advantage of 
the graphics on offer. 
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GEARS OF WAR 


While very cool, we’re 
not sure how practical a 
chainsaw rifle would be 
in real life. 


bis eg 
ee: 


Gears of War 


Logan Booker gears up for Epic’s latest gaming, uh, epic. 


a pardon, and it doesn't take long to figure 
out why as an explosion or two rocks the 
prison building and Locusts start appearing, 
appendages blazing. 


G ears of War will be the first title to use 
Epic’s Unreal Engine 3, itself one of the 
first next-generation graphics engines to hit the 
gaming world. What exactly ‘next-gen’ means 
these days is up to the reader, but we like to think 
it's a combination of stunning visuals, artificial 
intelligence and, the most important component 
of all, gameplay. And Gears of War, wearing 

its specular-mapped UE3 mantle, manages to 
accommodate this triumvirate. 

Gears of War is set on an Earth-like planet, 
long ravaged by war with creatures known as 
Locusts. Fighting the Locusts is made tricky 
as hell thanks to their unsettling ability to bust 
up out of the ground anywhere the heck they 
like. Travelling at night is a death sentence, and 
those that don't live under the protection of the 
army, or COG, survive as ‘Stranded’ in sparse 
encampments. The player takes the role of 
Marcus Fenix, a soldier who for reasons unknown 
(at least to start with) has been dishonourably 
discharged from COG and is currently spending 
the better years of his life in a gaol cell. 

The beginning of the game, or first Act, 
has Marcus busting out with the aid of an old 
comrade. Apparently everyone's been given 
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There are five Acts in the game, each with 
eight scenes. With roughly five or so hours of 
gaming per Act, that's a good 25 hours of 
gaming right there. 
Unlike Epic's previous titles, Gears of War 
is third-person — but more Resident Evil 4's 
‘over-the shoulder’ than Tomb Raider's 
ubiquitous ‘butt-cam’. Combat is handled 
in free flowing ‘scenes’ and as you enter 
each scene your first action will be to find 
cover to hide behind, achieved by running up 
to pretty much anything and hitting ‘A’. Most of 
the game is played using this cover mechanic. 
Pressing the left trigger will make you pop your 
head out and take aim, while pressing the right 
trigger will let loose a few rounds. We found that 
aiming was next to impossible on the controller 
unless the sensitivity was turned right down, 
but obviously this is up to individual tastes. 
Reloading is handled automatically, but you do 
have to option of performing an ‘active reload’ 
that requires a carefully timed tap of the right 


The Locust grunts are very good 
at killing people. Especially you. 
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shoulder button for a faster reload. Time it really 
well, and a clip of super bullets will be yours to 
use. Speaking of guns, you can carry up to four 
weapons - a sidearm, two mediums and one 


grenade type. 

Enemy variety is 
thin to begin with, but 
quickly picks up as 
you advance. Your 
first enemy will be the 
Locust grunts, armed 
with automatic rifles 
much like your own. 
While smart enough to 
find cover and move 
up, they don't try to 
flank you or do anything 
super co-ordinated, but 
they more than make 
up for this with excellent 
aim and a propensity 
for running up to you 
and smacking you 


Expect to spend aigreat deal of 
Like this. 


time hiding behind, 


One section of the game has you defending 
a hallway from these guys while a door is being 
opened. The little beasts come from everywhere 
and you'll need to be particularly switched on 


to get past this section. 


It has 
taken 
a while for the 
Xbox 360's 
killer game 
to arrive, but 
it’s finally 


here. 


senseless with the butts of their rifles. Further in 
you'll go up against vicious dog-like creatures 
that can climb on ceilings and walls, but go 
down easy with a single blast of most weapons. 


You can carry up 
to four weapons... 
although one 

gun looks heavy 
enough to us. 


Epic has dumped 
the health gauge 
we've grown used 
and instead, as you 
get hit, a ragged red 
circle in the middle of 
the screen will start 
to intensify until it's a 
deep, vibrant crimson. 
Taking any additional 
damage when the ring 
gets this red will kill 
you and only by sitting 
back a few moments 
will it fade to clear 
again. Ammunition 
can be gained by 
grabbing pulsating 


blue munitions crates that replenish all ammo 
types or dropped weapons and clips that cater 
for individual ammo counts. 


Gears of War is one of the most visually 


delicious games for the Xbox 360. It'll have you 
staring at your high-spec PC in dismay and, if 


you've spent a lot of money on it, disgus 


too. 


We've been hearing about motion blur and depth 
of field for years now, but it took Epic with UE3 to 


finally make it more than empty promises. 


It's taken a while for the Xbox 360’s killer game 
to arrive, but it's finally here. Add to this a co-op 


option for the campaign, and team and regular 
deathmatch, and we can say with oodles of 
confidence that Gears of War is the console 
game of the holiday season. By the time you 
read this, the game should be available pretty 
much anywhere. So, if you have an 
. Xbox 360, do the right thing and 


buy Gears of War. 


GANVIEPLAY 


per Epic 
1er Microsoft | 
e Www.epicgames.com | 


1-8 deathmatch, 1-2 co-op 
platforms None 


Graphics that’ll make your 
heart stop; fast strategy and 
action gameplay; satisfyingly 
visceral; cover mechanic. 


Cover ‘jumping’ can be 
imprecise; won’t cure cancer. 


ULTURE 
[SFiOCK 


ONLINE! 


Yes, Culture Shock is now on the Atomic website! You’ve seen it To help celebrate this truly great event, 20th Century Fox, 

in the magazine and now you'll see it online. It’s the only place Roadshow Entertainment, Games Paradise and Madman have 
you need to go to read the latest in geek and cult movies, series, put together a slew of sweet prizes, just for you guys. Here are 
books and music. the details! 


-100x double passes 
-to Eragon the movie, 
valued at $30 each 


In cinemas December 14 
www.eragon.com.au 


‘ Based on the best-selling novel, this is an epic 
 fantasy-adventure about a young farm boy 
named Eragon whose destiny is revealed with 


the help of a dragon. Eragon, now a Dragon 
Rider, is swept into a world of magic and power, 
discovering that he can save — or destroy — 

an Empire. 


© 2006 TWENTIETH CENTURY FOX 
» ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 


Faas oi = 
— 
IN BAKER Years 1984-96 


ledge 
ral know 
pit your ane Dwarf fan 


the 
agains’ goin em 


10 copies of Dr Who: The Mark of Rani and 
Red Dwarf: Beat the Geek DVDs 


GAMES PARADISE | 


www.gamespa radise.com.au 


4x Superman Returns 
Monopoly board games 


3x Star Wars Saga 
Monopoly board games 


3x Lord of the Rings 
Monopoly board games 
. - 


= 
Ce 
Se 


MORSE OLY 


Ze MADMAN. 


ENTERTAINMENT 


EASTERN EYE 


ASIAN CINEMA 


www.madman.com.au 


3x Madman ‘Cult’-ure 
packs valued at $230 each 


Includes: Donnie Darko Collector’s 
Edition, Master of the Flying Guillotine, 
FLCL Collection, Paranoia Agent 
Collection and Wicked City! 


ONNIE “D 


R'S 
COLLECTO 
3 DISCS 


Please see the Atomic website for 
terms and conditions. 


Pulse, or Kairo as it’s better known - especially if you’re looking for 

the original and not the recent remake with Lost’s lan Somerhalder — is not 

| your typical Japanese horror film. Sure, it's creepy as hell, and the tension is 

tangible without being overwhelming, but the big scares never come and if 
you're expecting a deformed girl to come croaking down a flight of stairs or a 

| drowned child to step out of a TV screen, you won't find it here. Imagine the 

| 


opening scenes of an empty London in 28 Days Later - it's that sort of creepy. 


The protagonist in Pulse is not immediately apparent - the film follows 
a number of characters until the final scenes where the focus is shared by 
two stars and eventually (and expectedly) one. The film starts with two female 


&., the old { difat-her- 


until-she-comes-back- 
to-life’ trickly 


80 


Ah, the old ‘sleep-on- 
his-shoulder-to-get- 
him-to-like-me’ trick! 


employees of a Tokyo plant shop, Michi Kudo (Kumiko Aso) and Junko Sasano 
(Kurume Arisaka) attempting to find a fellow colleague, Taguchi -who has been 
missing for a couple of days — and his disk of work. When one of them goes 

to visit the apartment and retrieve the disk, they find Taguchi alive and well, if 

a bit despondent. A minute later, Taguchi hangs himself in the back room of 

his apartment, apparently for no reason. It is quickly assumed that Taguchi 
was more depressed than he let on, the death a simple suicide. But as others 
begin to disappear and die, seemingly from suicide as well, it prompts the two 
girls to investigate. Caught in the mix is Ryosuke Kawashima (Haruhiko Kat6), 
an economics student who, while trying to set up an Internet connection, finds 
himself face-to-face with a number of disturbing images from what appear to 
be other users’ webcams. 

Kiyoshi Kurosawa is all about the social commentary, much like anime 
director Satoshi Kon. Kurosawa tackles depression, loneliness and death, 
using the devastation of the atomic bombs of the Second World War to paint 
the film's canvas. As people die in the film, they leave scorch marks on the 
walls and floors on which they die, much like the disintegration marks left by 
those closest to the blasts in Nagasaki and Hiroshima, while others flake and 
swirl away in the wind like ash from burning buildings. Those who cannot let 
go of their depression are consumed by their loneliness and die, while those 
who confront it discover whether they have the strength to go on with their lives. 
Using modern technology in the form of the Internet and webcams, Kurosawa 
drives home the points of isolation and the ease with which it can be self- 
inflicted in the face of overwhelming loss. 

While Pulse commentates with extreme effectiveness, crippling horror it 
is not. It won't have you running from the TV, or wondering if your next phone 
call is going to let you know you 
have seven days to live. Pulse is 
a lot more subtle, and perhaps 
too subtle to really imprint on 
Western audiences. LB 
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Starring Josh Hartnett; Morgan Freeman; Bruce Willis 
Director Paul McGuigan Distributor Roadshow. 
Website www.slevin-movie.com 


CINEMA 


The Wrong Man, a.k.a. Lucky Number Slevin, is a tricksy little hobbit. We 
didn’t expect anything even slightly good from it. Seriously, the trailer showed 
Bruce Willis doing that bloody ridiculous, overdone akimbo pistols thing. As it 
turns out, this is a movie that wants you to think it's going to be just a bit of light- 
hearted dumb fun, just so it can pull the rug out from under your feet during 
the conclusion — something that it does spectacularly. But before we get 
too carried away with praise, allow us to give you the initial set up. The story 
centres on Slevin, a smart-mouthed young man who's equal parts awkward, 
vulnerable and unlucky. Unfortunate bastard that he is, poor Slevin finds 
himself getting leaned on by two warring crime lords, the Boss and the Rabbi. 
Both men, it seems, believe he owes them a lot of money. Add a mysterious 
hitman and a slightly insane mortician and you're in for one stupendously 
stupid ride. Everyone in the cast, from Morgan Freeman to Josh Hartnett 
to Lucy Liu, is in fine form. The writing is pure, unadulterated gold, with a 
constant stream of witticisms and sharp remarks. The foreshadowing is brilliant 
and subtle. It never feels contrived or overly reliant on coincidence. The big 
reveal is sensible and perfectly executed, seeming neither inane nor ridiculous. 
Doni let the trailer put you off. Don’t let the suck arse Australian title bother 


dissuade you. This is a goddamn 
masterpiece that will kick your 
arse all over the screen. CT 


you. And most definitely don’t 
|_| 5S 


let the seemingly tired premise 
OUT OF | © 


ity Blood 


tributor Madman Web www.madman.com.au Price $29.95 
A gun-slinging android, a vampire that feeds on other vampires, and a 
hot nun hell-bent on revenge... Sounds like the makings of an excellent plot, 
right? Yes, but the forced melding of these elements makes Trinity Blood 
less intriguing in practice and more of an attempt by Gonzo to recreate two 
great anime, Hellsing and Trigun only to sire a disappointing love-child. 

Set in a post-apocalyptic world, Trinity Blood is focuses on the battle 
between the Vatican and the Methuselah Empire. It opens with Abel 
Nightroad, a bumbling, feeble-minded Vatican priest. We soon learn he 
is part of the Crusnik, a race of vampires that feed on the blood of other 
vampires. Nightroad goes from glasses-wearing and bible-bearing, to 
wielding a Death-like scythe and crushing the beating heart of a vampire in 
the palm of his hand before we've had time to adjust. This sudden change 
comes across as a cheap knock-off of Vash the Stampede from Trigun. The 


ANIME OF THE MONTH 


GAMEPLAY 


Starring Clive Owen; Michael Caine; Julianne Moore 
MA Director Alfonso Cuarén Orozco’ Distributor UIP. 


Website www.childrenofmen.net 


According to Children of Men, in 20 years the world isn’t going to be a 
particularly happy place. Immigration will be outlawed. Televisions in trains will 
play government propaganda. Suicide kits will be advertised on billboards. It’s 
the worst parts of Orwell's vision with a liberal sprinkling of Newell's City 17. As 
you may have picked up from the trailer (www.apple.com/trailers/universal/ 
childrenofmen), all women are infertile. No one has given birth in 18 years. 
But then, in humanity's darkest hour, a miracle occurs — a young woman in 
the UK falls pregnant. Hidden from the public eye and sheltered by a group of 
decidedly anti-social terrorists, she’s our only chance at saving ourselves from 
extinction. And this is where Clive Owen's Theo comes in. An alcoholic chain- 
smoker, Theo is charged with escorting the woman to a ship so she can meet 
up with the Human Project — a team of scientists racing to find a cure for the 
infertility problem. Children of Men is dark, moody and moving from the very 
beginning. It's powerful and potent and will have you pondering as you slowly 
leave the cinema. The action sequences are spectacular but at the same time 
realistic, like something out of a documentary on life in a war zone. While the 
violence is nauseatingly brutal, it's not reliant on blood, guts and gore. This is a 
fantastic and unique production that will challenge and confront even the most 
hardened moviegoer. The only 
niggle is the odd line of dialogue 
seems as if it's there solely for 
the benefit of the audience and 
strangely out of context. CT 


Your regular dose of anime goodness courtesy 
of our resident expert Armina Soemino. 


only thing missing is the red trenchcoat. 

The storylines don't quite fit together. The 
pacing is decent but the lead-ups to the fights 
aren't justified. Nightroad goes through an 
involved process to get into ‘Crusnik’ mode but 
dispatches enemies so quickly it's an anticlimax 

The one thing that saves Trinity Bloods its 
amazing animation. The characters are drawn 
beautifully with excellent costumes and its 
stylised backgrounds keep with the gothic undertone. However, the show 
could do without the cheesy CG in some parts. 

Trinity Blood shapes as good anime but not a great one. The series would 
make for a fairly excellent entry 
level anime for the budding 
viewer, but fanatics should 
probably leave this one on 
the shelf. 
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The breakup 
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Kate Inabinet draws the line with the other love of her life. 


A™ a year and a half ago | started seeing someone special. We'll call 
him Toby to protect his identity. He was actually introduced to me by my 
boyfriend at the time, but no one could have known what that first awkward 
meeting would lead to. Toby wasn’t the type of person | would usually spend 
time with — he dressed funny and was pretty aggressive — but the more we 
hung out, the more he grew on me. It soon became evident that what started 
out as a kind of friendly curiosity had evolved into an 
unexpected and inimitable obsession. My boyfriend, 
who could see how rapt | had become in Toby, 
stood gracefully aside and let my fledgling new 
romance take flight. 
At first | was deliriously happy, revelling in that 
glorious honeymoon period where you manage 
to subsist almost entirely on a heady cocktail of 
serotonin and adrenaline. Every spare moment was 
spent with this Toby and | longed for the weekends 
to roll around so we could have the opportunity for 
some serious tme together. Some days we took 
long walks along the beach, fished and splashed 
about in the ocean searching for sunken ships and 
lost treasure. On others we explored 
cities we had 
never been to, 
chatting to the 
locals, making friends and shopping for 
exotic spices and materials. | bought 
him clothes and cooked for him, and he 
showed me caves where you could find 
mushrooms that glowed in the dark. 
But alas, not all great 
love affairs are destined to 
last forever. Little things that 
| used to find entrancing, over time 
became irksome and mundane. He 
started to take me for granted and 
expected grander gifts. Better 
clothes, finer utensils and in the 


I knew 
» that 
sacrifices were 
oing to have 
o be made. 
| was going to 
have to let 
Toby go. 


end some serious bling. We would spend all our time travelling from place 
to place just to meet up with a bunch of his mates and get into fights. 

| felt | had to constantly be on guard for our safety, and each day my 
exasperation and fury escalated as he waltzed us into ever increasing 
danger and, without a second thought, merrily agitating people much bigger 
and tougher than we were. 

| became a paranoid wreck, and each moment 
spent with Toby was an exercise in frustration. My 
social life and work suffered as he made huge 
demands on my time and energy yet gave very little 
back. | was tired and irritable and my enthusiasm 
for getting out of bed each morning was waning. 

It was no longer fun to hang around with such 

a bullish character and | was forced to consider 
carefully what was important in my life. | knew that 
sacrifices were going to have to be made, and 
having finally grown tired of his games, it became 
clear | was going to have to let Toby go rather than 
lose my friends or jeopardise my career. 

So, we have decided to take a break. Well, to 
be more specific, / have decided to take a break. 
Toby himself was indifferent which only added to 
my pain at the separation. When | was leaving he 
expressed his disappointment and made it clear he 
would still be there if | decided to come back, yet he seemed happy enough 
to let me go none the less. He listened tight-lipped to my reasons for wanting 
out, but made no real attempt to address the issues we were having, nor 
imply that he may in the future. Maybe one day he’ll change. Possibly 
in time, we could even get back together under the 
right circumstances. 

Or perhaps when World of Warcaft: The Burning 
Crusade is released in January I'll simply create a new 
character and start over on a PvE server instead. 


Kate is intelligent but passionate, with a GSOH. She 
likes travel, long walks and lazy Sunday afternoons. 
geekette@atomicmpc.com.au 
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KING GOOP PRODUCTS GREAT 


*6 months subscription version 


Windows® xp Home Edition / XP Pro ONLY 


Memory Upgrade RamCity 


for a || Ma kes a nd mod memory upgrade specialists 


Call 1300 883 566 or visit 
www.ramcity.com.au 


Servers » Laptops » Desktops » Printers » Cameras » Motherboards Kingst on 


shop atomic 


Shop Atomic’s Web crawler scours Australian online shops to find the best prices on PC components for you. 
Use it to compare prices then take your business to the shop that deserves it. 


www.atomicmpc.com.au/shopping.asp 
Use The Money You Save To Buy More Gear! It’s So Easy It’s Fun! 


For adver Sing atl sel ed biease Contact Louise Vicent 
Nn +61 2 8399 7643 Email ivicente@atomicmpc.com.au 


WIN AN AUTOGRAPHED 
WORLD OF 
WARCRAFT POSTER 


ONLY TWO IN THE UNIVERSE! 


For your chence to this ultimately 
special prize, let page 58 and subscribe! 


Plus we have some excellent Afomic 
merchandise to give —* everyone* 
who subscribes To fi 
whet it i is, go fo that magical page 58. 


* While stocks last. 
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Createa3D _ 

desktop on Linux 90 
Leigh Dyer wants more than just 
functionality from his desktop. 

He wants it to be funky as well. 


cs : Run Vista, Linux and 

oo. | other OSes under 
Tree Ss Mac OSX, part 1 86 
a : — Not content with what Apple has to 
offer, Jake Carroll shows us how you 
can make your Macruna billion 
operating systems at once. 


1/0 94 


Dan Rutter needs to get his tech fix. 
Why don’t you lend hima hand in 
Atomic’ official help section? 


Hotbox 96 


Boxes for the bling inclined. 
And we do like the bling. 


aris Initial Install 


Thanks to Anyware! Valued at $60, 95 ead! 


www.atomicmpc.com. au/competitions \ 


Speakers are all the rage with the hip and cool — and we should know 
because Atomic is the embodiment of not only hip, but also cool. 
That’s why we can say with confidence that i-Rocks’ NXT flat panel 
speakers are extremely both of these. They’re slim and easy to carry 
around, are powered via USB and can be used with a range of devices | 
including iPods, MP3 players, CD players, FM radios and more. 

All you have to do to win one is visit the competitions URL above and 
answer the felewne een 
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DIFFCULTY ATOMIC @@@@ 
Run Vista, Linux 
and other OSes 
under Mac OS X 
Part 1 2 


Jake Carroll takes virtualisation out for a 
spin under Apple’s juicy operating system. 
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L ife and computing are similar in some ways. They are both about 
packing in as much as you can, in the shortest possible time. 
Virtualisation can help us here. 

Over the coming issues, we'll investigate different virtual machine, 
or VM, technologies, get multiple VMs up and running, start resource 
sharing with VMs and much more. It’s time to break free of one OS and 
live a little. 


Virtually reality 

Virtualisation is a process of putting an abstraction layer between 
operating system software and physical hardware. These abstraction 
layers map high level instructions from an encapsulated operating 
system back to physical hardware. For this to work, each virtualised 
component within the encapsulated operating system has its own virtual 
and physical counterpart. 

Complicating matters, three forms of virtualisation exist. The first, that 
most people are familiar with, is known as software virtualisation. The next 
form is resource virtualisation. The final and most complex form is known 
as hardware partitioning or hardware virtualisation. 

Software virtualisation consists of ‘glue’ that can enclose instances 
of operating systems, letting them talk to the hardware below. This glue 
software is found in products such as: 

e EMC's VMWare Workstation, Fusion, ESX and Infrastructure 
e Parallels Inc's, Parallels Workstation, Parallels Server 

e HP's EVM (a VMWare technology) 

e Xen’s XenSource 
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consolidation. 


A Figure 1. Software 
virtualisation — server 


Resource virtualisation takes system resources 
(hardware) and allows users to see sectioned-off 
portions of it. This architecture isolates processes, 
hides the underlying hardware platform and 
enables skeleton operating systems to run side by. 


Examples of resource virtualisation tools include: 
e Sun Microsystems Solaris Zones 

e FreeBSD Jails 

e Linux VServers 


Finally, we have hardware partitioning. Hardware 
partitioning is about having physical hardware 
that can be moved around with software inside an 
enterprise backplane or frame. Physical hardware 
can be dynamically paired, split and divided 
to duct more processing power or resources to 
different domains or servers. This is controlled 
via backplane management technology. Such 
technology can be found in: 

e Sun Microsystems SunFire Domains 
e IBM's LPAR 


Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4 represent the different 
methods of encapsulation and consolidation 
through the use of virtualisation. 

Figure 1 represents a classic virtualisation 
model, where the underlying operating system 
is a virtual machine manager or hypervisor. 

This hypervisor acts as a shell to plant virtual 
environments on top of. It passes the CPU, I/O and 
memory management down to the hardware. This 
‘nardware/glue/VM' model is found in the server 
consolidation market. 

Figure 2 represents the most common form of 
virtualisation. Here, we have a host OS, a layer, 
such as VMWare Workstation, Xen or Parallels and 
then the virtualised OS. 

Figure 3 shows resources being shared from the 
base hardware to zoned OS instances. The zones 


share a common hypervisor integrated into the base OS for communication 
to the hardware. This form of virtualisation is most common in medium to 
heavy load Web/DB/transaction processing front ends. 

Figure 4 shows us the most complicated form of virtualisation. Hardware 
partitioning is achieved through a backplane communicating with a 
hypervisor, which then connects to physical hardware devices (boards) 
within the enterprise controller frame. These boards can be dynamically 
paired, swapped out and allocated depending on the enterprise 
requirements. This is virtualisation with hardware being the objects that are 
‘pushed around’ rather than software VMs being ‘pushed around’. 
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A Figure 2. Software 
virtualisation — 
workstation VMs. 
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A Figure 3. Resource 
virtualisation with software 
zone partitioning. 


A Figure 4. Hardware 
partition/domain level 
virtualisation. 


Building an empire 
This tutorial has been tailored to Mac OS X 10.4.8 running on Intel Core 
2 Duo hardware. You can also do this in Windows or Linux as the host 
operating system, using the VMware Workstation client for Windows 
XP, or the VMware client for Linux 2.6 kernels. The installation steps of 
VMware and Parallels may differ slightly, but all the functionality and 
configuration of the virtual machines described below are identical. We 
share the OS love. 

In the boxout below you will find our VM rig and hardware/software 
recommendations: 

Once you've downloaded both the .dmg installers, extract them 


An Intel Core Duo/Core 2 Duo based Mac 

Mac OS X 10.4.8 

At least 1GB of RAM 

At least 20GB of free internal (or external USB2/IEEE1394) hard 
disk space 

Parallels Desktop for Mac OS X (download.parallels.com/GA/ 
Parallels-Desktop-1970-Mac-en.dmg) 

VMware Fusion for Mac OS X (www.vmware.com/ 
programs/16/FusionBeta.do) 

Install media for your desired virtualised operating systems 

(in our examples, Windows XP SP2 install CD and Solaris 

10 x86-64 06/06 DVD). The Solaris DVD is free and can be 
downloaded here: www.sun.com/software/solaris/get.jsp 
Administrator/root privileges 


and install them as normal to your Applications directory. The Parallels 
configuration interface to create a new virtual machine is found 
in Figure 5. 

Here, we see the Parallels OS installation tool. The next screen will ask 
for installation options. Select the custom option. Next, we are given the 
operating system choice. In this case, we are building a Windows VM and 
Windows XP. A plethora 
of OS and version related 
options exist. Vista will 
install just fine too! 

The screens that follow 
are system resources- 
related. We suggest 
dedicating half the system 
RAM, a reasonable virtual 
disk size (8GB for our 
test VMs) and enable 
the Expanding option 
for virtual disks. Our 
completed VM shell is 
shown in Figure 7. 


OS Installation Assistant 


Welcome to the OS Installation Assistant 


This assistant will guide you through the process of 
installing a new operating system. 


Please click Next button to proceed. 


Click Cancel to exit the assistant. 


O Skip introduction next time 


GaD 


(Cancel) 


A Figure 5. Parallels OS 
installation tool. 
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Before running the VM, 
there are some obscure 
parameters to deal with. 

Guest OS Type: 


Going to the VM settings/ 
edit button will show us 
a wealth of new options. oe 
Inside the VM settings are 

some hardware optimisation 
parameters. Set them to: 
e Acceleration level high 
e Enable Intel VT-x support 
e¢ Cache policy = 

Virtual Machine 


OS Installation Assistant 
Select guest OS 


Select the guest operating system you want to install: 


MS-DOS 
Other 


A Figure 6. Parallels OS type 
selection. 


This allows Intel's 
hardware based 
virtualisation instructions 
to operate to their full 
potential. The cache 


CYeYal 
Microsoft Windows XP 


winap ~ Parallels Desktop 


Fie Lexaton Aye! 


Neral acting nia. 
Werdows 9 ct 


Hard Dsk.CD-ROMFooay 
oon 
1 stoppee 


31 May 2006 6 29.28 PM 


policy prevents Mac OS X's se Renae 
native cache read policy : won 
from interfering with the ane 
guest OS. 

At this point, it is time to 
insert install media, power 
up the virtual machine and 
‘boot from CD’ just as you 
would any normal Windows 
XP Installation. Press F8/F12 
inside the VM to load 
a virtual boot menu. 

The process for 
installation under VMware 
Fusion for Mac OS X is 
similar. Figure 9 shows basic 
installation options. 

We selected Solaris 10 
as our guest OS to install, 
opting for the advanced 
installation options, directing 
the source files from DVD 
install media. 

VMware Fusion sets 
itself apart from Parallels ) 


VM config. 


BPC speaker suppon enabled 
‘Autostart VM when configuration is loaded 


‘teh to fullscreen mode automatically 


Cache Foley 
‘Choose virtual hard dak cache polity for better 
performance of 


© Virwat machine 
Comac 05x 


A Figure 8. Parallels VM Flags 
advanced options. 


Recent Virtual Machines. 


New Virtual Machine Assistant, 


Operating System 


This is the operating system that will be installed in the virtual machine. 
Operating System 


Operating System: SunSolaris 


Version: (Solaris10 sn) 


New Virt ¥ Advanced Installation Options 
How will you install the operating system? 
© Use an operating system installation CD 
O Use an operating system installation ISO image file 


Choose... 


© Other (floppy image, network boot, or decide later) 


Enter the Operating System and Version above and click 
Continue. 


(Cancel ) (Go Back ) ( Continue ) 


A Figure 9. VMware Fusion OS installation. 
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Recent Virtual Machines. 


New Virtual Machine Assistant 


System Settings 


Disk Capacity 
‘This is the maximum capacity of the virtual machine's hard drive. 


‘The viral disk files will start small and then become la’ger as you add 


System Settings applications, Ales, and data to your virtual machine. 


VMware Fusion a 
Disk Size: 8.0 5) cB 


¥ Advanced CPU and Memory 


Number of Processors) 


Processors visible to the VIRDRIMIEERIne’s operating system. 


Memory 
Increasing the memary allocation of the virtual machine can 
improve performance but will also reduce the performance of other 


as it allows the user to bind 
the VM to a single CPU or 
to use multiple CPUs at 
install time. We recommend 
binding to both CPUs for VM 
performance, in a dual core 
SMP environment. VMware 
Fusion has a virtualised 
BIOS environment, shown 
in Figure 11. 

Again, we can insert 
the DVD media and boot 
from it, from within the VM. 
Installation will proceed 
as it would on any non- 
virtualised environment, as 
shown in Figure 12. 

Once both operating 
-| systems have installed 
to their virtual hard disks, 
they can be powered 
on/reset/halted/hibernated 
just like any native OS. 
Figure 13 shows two 
totally independent virtual 
machines running in 
different VMs on the same 
host platform. You can 
just as easily run multiple 
Parallels sessions, rather 
than using two different 
products (in fact, it’s 
probably more simple 
to use the one product only, 
but we wanted to show 
you just what options exist, 
because, well, we're really 
cool like that!). 


Zones and resource virtualisation 


Now you have two hot virtual machines up and running. We can come 
back to these at a later date. Let's take virtualisation further, with software 
partitioning technology. We won't lie to you... this is advanced stuff. Hold 
on tight. 

You are going to need the following: 
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A Figure 11. The VMware 
Fusion BIOS. 


A Figure 12. VMware Fusion 
installing Solaris 10. 


A Figure 13. Solaris 10 x86 and 
Windows XP Pro SP2. 


A stand alone installation of Solaris 10 x86-64 that you've 
configured with basic networking functions (an IP Address) (or) 
Your newly built virtual machine of Solaris 10 (careful here, if 
you proceed down this path. Consider that you are going to be 


resource virtualising inside a virtual machine!) 
Network connectivity to the host 

At least 100MB free for each zone 
Administrator/root privileges 


We are going to set up two zones within Solaris 10. One will be a file- 
serving zone and the other will be a Web-server zone. We will use these 
zones to illustrate the power of software partitioning later on. Assumptions 
we've made: 


You know UNIX or can get by on the command line 

You know how to log into a host using SSH, understand the 
concepts of UNIX permissions and can make configuration 
changes using text editors 


You understand what a console is and how it is different to 
a standard terminal login session 
You've made it this far and managed to install Solaris 10 


First, we will log into our Solaris host via a graphical session. We will log 
in as the root user to make some accounts. Figure 14 shows the graphical 
login window. Use the credentials for the root user you set up at install time 
to log in. 

Once connected, we should set up a normal user to log in as (not root!). 
Issue the following command from a terminal: 

useradd -u 1025 -g 20 -c “Atomic virtualisation 
test user” -d /export/home/atomicdev -s /bin/ 
bash atomicdev 


Now, set a password for your new user: 
passwd atomicdev 
passwd: 


With this done, turn the graphical Solaris desktop off entirely and save 
some CPU/RAM resources. As root: 
/usr/dt/bin/dtconfig -d 


Reboot the system 
Now SSH into the system. You'll need to SSH in as our new user, as we 
have PermitRootLogin set to NO in /etc/sshd_config. 
Start up a terminal session from within Mac OS X (or a PUTTY session, if 
in Windows!) and: 
ssh atomicdev@ipaddress.of.solarisbox.here 


Last login: Tue Nov 14 08:19:00 2006 from 
192.168.0.1 

Sun Microsystems Inc. SunOS 5.10 Generic January 
2005 

$ 


We are in! Right now, we are in the global zone as this is the original 
Solaris instance. This global zone has control over all the physical 
resources and hardware of the system. Non-global zones (such as those 
we will create) have only the power we allow. Next, we will create a zone 
using the zonecfg tool. As the root user: 

Global-box$ zonecfg -z fileserver-zone 


This will return a message telling us that no such zone exists in the 
system. At this point, you will be dropped into a new type of prompt: 
zonecfg:fileserver-zone> 


atemic 


TECHNIQUE 


| Options ¥ 


A Figure 14. Solaris 10 DT Login. 


Issue the command: 
zonecfg:fileserver-zone> create 


Next, we need to assign the zone a place to live within the Solaris 
filesystems. We recommend /export/nome for consistency: 
zonecfg:fileserver-zone> set zonepath=/export/ 
home/zones/fileserver-zone 


Wherever you decide to pop your zone, make sure you have at least 
100MB free. A default zone with no user data will take up 100MB. This is 
skeleton information as well as inherited packages from the global zone. 
Next, you need to make a decision. Do you want your zone to boot when 
the hardware and global zone is booted? If so: 

zonecfg:fileserver-zone> set autoboot=true 


If not: 
set autoboot=no 


Now it's time to add some network connectivity to the zone. A virtual 
bridging method is implicit and is transparent to our commands. 


zonecfg: fileserver-zone> add net 

zonecfg: fileserver:net> set address=192.168.0.11 
zonecfg: fileserver:net> set physical=e1000g0 
zonecfg: fileserver:net> end 


Some care must be taken when adding virtual network connections 
to your zone. The physical address cannot be identical to the global 
zone. The set physical parameter needs to match your networking 
hardware config. 

In our case, our Solaris install has an e1000g0, so we have used this. 
The easiest way to find the name of your NIC and its short identifier is (in 
another terminal window): 

ifconfig -a 


Now, it’s time to pluck up some courage and commit the configuration, 
by issuing the following commands: 
zonecfg:fileserver-zone> verify 
zonecfg:fileserver-zone> commit 
zonecfg :fileserver-zone> exit 


Our zone configuration is now in place. It's actually stored in an XML file 
residing in /etc/zones. 
It is time to install our zone. Issue the following command: 
Global-box$ zoneadm -z fileserver-zone install 
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Following this, a text status indicator will appear. This could take 
upwards of half an hour depending on the speed of your hardware or VM 
resources available. You should see the following as this happens: 

Preparing to install zone <fileserver-zone>. 
Creating list of files to copy from the global 
zone. 

Copying <10754> files to the zone. 

Initializing zone product registry. 
Determining zone package initialization order. 
Preparing to initialize <989> packages on the 
zone. 

Initialized <989> packages on zone. 


Zone <fileserver-zone> is initialized. 
Installation of these packages generated 
warnings: <SUNWxwplt> 

The file </export/home/fileserver-zone/root/var/ 
sadm/system/logs/install_log> contains a log of 
the zone installation. 


The first zone is now configured and installed. We should now 
boot it up. This is just like turning on, or pushing the power button on 
a physical system: 

Global-box$ zoneadm -z fileserver-zone boot 


Because this is the first time the zone has been booted, it will ask a few 
standard system identification questions. Because the zone isn’t in multi- 
user mode when we boot it up, we need to do this from the console (it even 
has a virtualised console!): 

Global-box$ zlogin -C fileserver-zone 


The console will show the same type of output as when a normal system 

boots. You will also be asked for the regular system identification questions. 
Here are some suggestions: 

Terminal=(12)X Terminal Emulator (xterms) 

Hostname for e1000g0:1 = fileserver-zone 

No Kerberos 

Name service = None 

Time Zone = my-time-zone 

root passwd = (Your choice) 


Once this process is complete, the zone will reboot itself. You can log 
into the zone either via: 
Global-box$ zlogin fileserver-zone 


Or, directly SSH’ing into it once you've set up some users/accounts. 
Next, we need to make the Web-server zone. Repeat the steps above, 
using a new zone name, such as 'webserver-zone’, assigning a new IP 
address (maybe 192.168.0.12). Solaris will take care of how this maps out 
to the NIC. It will use virtual interfaces for us in the form: 
e1000g0:1 
e1000g0:2 


Once the second zone is completed and has been booted/set up for the 
first time, we can check the status of our zones from the global: 
Global-box$ zoneadm list -cv 


ID NAME STATUS PATH 

0 global running / 

1 fileserver-zone running /export/home/ 
fileserver-zone 

2 webserver-zone running /export/home/ 


webserver-zone 


Looking awesome. Next time, we'll set up inter-VM-file-sharing between 
our hosts, take control of resource pools with our zones and start running __ 
3 ac 
services on them! © 
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Create a3D 
desktop on Linux 


Leigh Dyer shows you how to bring the 
last dimension to your Linux OS. 


ee is doing crazy effects these days. Mac OS X has all sorts 
of subtle transparency effects, and Windows Vista looks set to have 
a whole lot of eye candy too. Your Linux box doesn't have to feel left out 


though — with a little effort, you can get a taste of the future today with a pile 


of wild and wacky desktop effects. 


OpenGL and compositing 


The key to most of these effects is compositing, a technique that combines 


two or more images in to a single final image. If you're familiar with layers 
in The GIMP or Photoshop, the idea here is exactly the same. With 

a traditional desktop, only the visible parts of the desktop are actually 
stored in RAM. When you move a window, revealing previously unseen 
parts of an underlying window, the GUI system has to ask the application 
in the lower window to redraw the newly exposed bits. 

With a composited desktop, the GUI system keeps the full contents 
of each window in memory. The visible desktop is then built by just 
overlaying the windows in the right order. If a window move exposes parts 
of a lower window, the GUI system can redraw it instantly from its internal 
window images. 

Once you have a composited desktop, lots of effects become easy. 
Throwing windows around is a no-brainer, and true transparency is 
a simple matter of mathematically combining images in the compositing 
phase, rather than just overlaying them. To run the compositing quickly 
though, you need to offload it to the GPU, and on Linux that means using 
OpenGL. By intercepting drawing calls to the windows on your desktop, 
you can render windows into textures stored in video RAM, and have the 
GPU compute the compositing for you. 

To do all this, you need a combination of X server and drivers that 
support intercepting window drawing operations and handling them via 
OpenGL. You also need a compositing manager, an application that 
co-ordinates all of the compositing operations. This is somewhat similar 
to the way that a window manager handles all of your window placement 
and manipulation, and in fact, compositing managers tend to have their 
own integrated window managers. 

Depending on your hardware and software, there are three X server 
options available: 


Option 1: AIGLX 


If you have X.Org 7.1 and the right video hardware you can use 
Accelerated Indirect GLX rendering, or AIGLX. This works with open 
source 3D drivers built in to X.Org, and requires very little setup. 
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Unfortunately, there are only two types of 
supported hardware: Intel integrated video from 
the i830 up, and ATI RADEONSs up to the X850. 
Even then, ATI has its closed source fglrx drivers 
as well, and on supported hardware (RADEON 
9500 and up) these are much faster and more 
functional than the open source alternative, so it's 
probably best to look at the Xgl option below. 
AIGLX should be enabled by default on 
X.Org 7.1, but you need to make sure the 
Composite extension is as well. Open your X.Org 
configuration file (sudo nano /etc/X11/xorg.conf) 
and add these lines: 


Section “Extensions” 
Option “Composite” 
“true” 

EndSection 


If your config file already has an ‘Extensions’ 
section, add the Option line to that section 
instead. Some distributions, like Ubuntu Edgy, 
don’t even need this, but it doesn't hurt to add it. 
Make sure you restart your X server afterwards. 

AIGLX is definitely the easiest solution, but for now it's really limited 
by the fact that it only has good support for low-end hardware, which is 
probably not going to give satisfactory performance once you lay on the 
effects. AMD does seem committed to adding support in its fglrx driver 
though, which will definitely make compositing easier on its hardware. 


Option 2: NVIDIA drivers with X.Org 7.1 


For NVIDIA users with X.Org 7.1, installing the latest 9x.xx-series ForceWare 
adds the features needed for OpenGL compositing. These drivers have 
only just come out of beta though, so it's unlikely that they've landed in your 
distribution yet. If they have, or if there are unofficial packages available, 
you can certainly install those, but the fallback option is to download and 
run the official NVIDIA installer: 


1 Grab the latest driver package (1.0-9629 at time of writing) from 
www.nvidia.com/object/unix.html 


B Shut down your X server. If you're running X under GDM (the default 
setup on Ubuntu), use this command: 


sudo /etc/init.d/gdm stop 


EI Make the downloaded driver package executable, and then run it with 
root privileges: 


chmod +x NVIDIA-Linux-x86-1.0-9629-pkg1.run 
sudo ./NVIDIA-Linux-x86-1.0-9629-pkg1. run 


4 Run through the installer. If NVIDIA offers support for your distribution, 
the installer should be able to find and install a pre-built kernel module 
for your kernel. Otherwise, it will need to build a custom module, 
which requires a C compiler and appropriate kernel headers. If 
you're running Gentoo and you've built your own kernel you should 
be fine. On an Ubuntu Edgy system with a pre-built kernel, run these 
commands to install the headers: 


sudo apt-get install build-essential linux- 
headers-*uname -r- 


The ‘uname -r’ bit returns the running kernel version, so this 
command should automatically install the right headers for 
your kernel. 
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Once the drivers are installed, the installer will ask if you wish to have 
it alter your X configuration for you. This is a good idea if you were 
using the open source drivers beforehand, but if you already had 
NVIDIA's drivers installed it should be unnecessary. 


6 | Open your X config file, using nano for example: 
sudo nano /etc/X11/xorg.conf 
Scroll through to the ‘Screen’ section and add the following line: 
Option “AddARGBGLXVisuals” “True” 


Add or edit the ‘Extensions’ section as with the AIGLX setup above 
as well: 


Start X: 


sudo /etc/init.d/gdm start 


Once you're logged in, you can confirm your running NVIDIA driver 
version with the glxinfo command: 


glxinfo | grep ‘OpenGL version’ 


Option 3: Xgl 
If you're running an AMD card with AMD's fglrx drivers, or there's no way 
you can upgrade to X.Org 7.1, the final alternative is the rather hardcore 
Xgl, an X server that uses OpenGL for all drawing operations. Xgl isn't 
a replacement for your traditional X server: it actually runs on top of it, 
sandwiched between your desktop apps and the real X server. It's a bit of 
a brute-force method of capturing window drawing operations, but it does 
the job, and it works with nearly every 3D-accelerated video driver. 

Xgl isn’t that hard to install if you already have accelerated 3D support. 
Many distributions ship with it as an optional package, including Ubuntu 
Dapper and Edgy. Installing Xgl in those Ubuntu versions is a one-liner: 


sudo apt-get install xserver-xgl 


Once installed, the only trick is to actually get it to run. The easiest 
way to do this is with a custom X session for your user account. Open (or 
create) a file in your home directory called ‘.xsession’ and put the following 
lines in to it: 


Xgl -fullscreen 
xv:pbuffer & 
sleep 4 

export DISPLAY=:1 
exec gnome-session 


:1 -ac -accel glx:pbuffer -accel 


This can be customised if you like: change the last line to ‘exec startkde’ 


if you're a KDE fan. If you're using an NVIDIA card, you should also change 


the ‘xv:pbuffer’ section on the Xgl command-line to ‘xv:fbo’. 

Log out of X, and when logging back in, select the ‘System Default’ 
session, rather than your usual GNOME or KDE session. This will execute 
your .xsession file, and (hopefully) fire up your desktop on top of Xgl. 


Beryl brings the shiny 
With X sorted, it's time to install a compositing manager, and the project 
that's making waves (literally, as you'll see) at the moment is Beryl. It's 


a fork of Compiz, the original compositing and window manager developed 


by the Novell lab that created Xgl, and since forking it has developed 
rapidly and gained significant community support. It includes its own 
window theme system, called Emerald, which gives theme makers several 
theme engines to build upon. 

Beryl packages are already available in Gentoo, though they're masked. 
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Third-party packages are available for most distributions — details are on | 
the Beryl wiki (wiki.beryl-project.org). For Ubuntu systems (Dapper and 
Edgy), there's a third-party APT repository available: 

1 | Add the following line to your /etc/apt/sources list file: 


deb http://ubuntu2.beryl-project.org edgy main 


You can use nano to add the line directly, or use the ‘Software 
Sources’ administration tool. 


x<MNIT 


Update your package lists and install the Beryl and 
Emerald packages: 


sudo apt-get update 
sudo apt-get install beryl emerald-themes 


Once it’s installed, run the ‘beryl-manager’ command. If everything 
works, Beryl’s wavy splash screen should appear. Once it disappears your 
window borders should be replaced with Emerald borders. Try moving 
a window - it should stretch and wobble as it's dragged around the screen. 
Some of the other effects you should see include: 
¢ Soft drop shadows on all windows 
e Application windows zooming in and out as they're opened and closed 
e Menus and tooltip windows waving and fading in and out as they appear 

and disappear ) 
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Scale selector... 


¢ Windows shading and unshading with a curved folding effect 
¢ A‘magic lamp’ effect when minimising windows, similar to the Genie 


effect on Mac OS X 


A scrolling Alt-Tab window switcher that highlights the selected window 
using brightness and transparency effects 

When switching desktops, the new desktop is revealed with a rotating cube 
Some applications support true transparency, such as the Terminal in 
GNOME 2.16 - you should now be able to see other windows through 
your terminal windows 

Moving the mouse pointer to the top-left or bottom-left corner of the 
screen triggers the ‘scale’ effect, a window switcher based on Expose 


on Mac OS X 


General Options 
[L] Ontions for Beryl as a 
whole 


Application Switcher 
* [switcher] Applications 

window Switcher 

Benchmark 

[bench] A simple 

benchmark plugin 


Blur effects 


[blurfx) Blur and refiection 
effects 


Brightness and 
Saturation 

[bs] Brightness and 
Saturation adjustments 


Crash handler 
[crashhandler] Bery! crash 
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Desktop Cube 
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Emerald: YES (0.67) 
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You should notice a red jewel 
icon in your notification area. 
Right-clicking on this gives you File Edit 
access to the Beryl effects settings, 
and the Emerald window border 
themes. There are dozens of themes i" 
available, so it shouldn't be hard 
to fine one that matches the rest of 
your desktop. The Beryl settings 
manager is a bit more complex, but 
that's just because of the enormous 
amount of configurability on offer. 
Each effect is a separate plug-in, with its own settings. 

The Animations plug-in, for instance, handles window open/close, 
shade, and minimise effects. In the ‘Choices’ tab you can change the 
effect used for each of these events. For the Create and Close events, 
‘Type 1' windows are regular windows, while ‘Type 2’ windows are the 
special windows created for menus and tooltips. The open/close and 
minimise effects are the most diverse: if vaguely subtle effects like 
‘Fade’ and ‘Zoom’ don't do it for you, try ‘Burn’ to have them engulfed 
in a wall of flame, or ‘Beam Up’ to have them transported away Star 
Trek-style. 

You'll also find some extra plug-ins that aren't enabled by default. The 
‘Blur effects’ plug-in blurs the background in any transparent window. 
This works really well with transparent terminal windows, since blurring 
the windows or icons behind them makes the terminal text stand out 
nicely. It can also toggle motion-blur your entire desktop through 
a keyboard shortcut (Ctrl-F12 by default). 

You'll notice that the blur effects disappear at times, like when you 
open a menu in a window, but you can prevent this by enabling switching 
back to the ‘Animations’ plug-in settings and changing the ‘Disable 
Postprocessing Effects During Animation’ option to ‘No disabling’. 

The ‘Water Effect’ plug-in is ridiculous, but great to watch. After enabling 
it, move a window, and watch as waves are thrown off at the edges when 
you let go of the title bar. Another keyboard shortcut (Shift-F9 by default) 
enables rainfall across your desktop. 

Unfortunately, these effects are disabled by default for a reason -- they 
don't work well on some hardware, and they add overhead. Enabling blur 
effects costs you a small amount of CPU time constantly, though on the 
test system (a Core 2 Duo E6300 with an NVIDIA GeForce 7600GS) it was 
usually just one to two percent. 
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You can, of course, disable plug-ins you don't like as well. Personally, 
wobbly windows drives us crazy, so we disabled that plug-in as soon 
as we could. 


Running Beryl at login 

Manually running beryl-manager each time you log in is going to get old fast 
— we want it started automatically. The easiest way to do this is to add beryl- 
manager as a start-up application on your desktop. On a GNOME system, 
open ‘Sessions’ from your ‘System/Preferences’ menu and select the ‘Startup 
Programs’ tab. Click on Add, type in ‘beryl-manager’, and hit OK. 

Another option is to use a specific start-up script for Beryl sessions, 
which lets you choose between a standard desktop and a Beryl-enhanced 
desktop at login time. The easiest way to do this is to use your .xsession 
file for the Beryl desktop, and the standard GNOME or KDE option for your 
regular desktop. If you're using AIGLX or the new NVIDIA drivers, this is all 
you need in your .xsession file: 


x<NNIT 


i 


beryl-manager 
exec gnome-session 


For Xgl users, beryl-manager can be added to your existing Xgl 
.xsession file: 


Xgl -fullscreen :1 -ac -accel glx:pbuffer -accel 
xv:pbuffer & 

sleep 4 

export DISPLAY=:1 

beryl-manager 

exec gnome-session 


Drawbacks 


Okay, unfortunately not all is perfect in the world of shininess. Enabling 
these effects can have some annoying side-effects. The effects themselves 
will of course take some CPU time and RAM, and may slow things down 
considerably, especially on low-end hardware. Even if your desktop still 
runs smoothly, it can drop performance in certain applications. 

With Xgl, video playback often suffers, due to the Xv video scaling 
extension being emulated using OpenGL. You can get better results by 
using a player with direct OpenGL support, such as MPlayer. Open your 
.mplayer/config file and add a line that reads ‘vo=gl’ or ‘vo=gl2’. Test both 
to see which works best with your hardware. 

Video playback is fine on NVIDIA 
setups, but performance in other 
OpenGL apps can suffer a lot. 
Quake 3 dropped from around 
500 FPS on our test system to just 
under 70 when running Beryl, even 
though it was running full-screen. If 
you don’t want to log out and back 
in to a non-Beryl session, you can 
kill Beryl and start another window 
manager in its place: 


killall beryl-manager 
killall beryl 
deamancrationtt metacity & 

If you close the terminal window 
you run this from, be sure to do 
it by typing ‘exit’ or hitting Ctrl-D, 
rather than closing the window, to 
ensure that Metacity keeps running. 
Let's hope that the need for this 
workaround diminishes as the 
compositing support in the NVIDIA 
drivers matures. ©) 
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I/O Joe 


lf Daniel Rutter was a toy soldier, he’d 
be called I/O Joe. That’s cause he makes 
things all better. Let him make your 
things better at io@atomicmpc.com.au 


It's not safe at all 
When | shut down my main PC (XP Pro 
SP2), it shuts down to an ‘it is now safe 
to turn off screen. | built two of these machines 
and my mate who has the other one doesn't 
have this problem. 
I'm not looking forward to a new install of XP 
again, so is there an easier way around this? 
Sam Wilson 


One way or another, XP has decided that 
your computer isn’t ACPl-capable. There 
are a few ways in which this can happen, and 
once you fix it the worst you should have to do is 
an over-the-top reinstall of XP, which won't stomp 
any of your existing installed stuff. 
Here's Microsoft's page about the problem: 
support.microsoft.com/kb/810903 


‘Enhance!’ 


When watching NCIS recently, | saw 

on some person's screen an animation 
of a hard drive showing where the read/write 
heads were. 

Is it even possible to determine the physical 
location of data on a HDD and then display an 
approximation of where the read/write heads are in 
(near enough to) realtime on a computer screen? 

It would be much safer to do this than to put 
a Perspex screen on a working HDD! 

Mark Jessop 


They never have lids in the promo pictures, but for 
some reason they don’t work too well that way. 
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Amazingly enough, given the usual 

technical accuracy of TV crime shows, 
this is actually possible. It's not as straightforward 
as you might think, though. 

The operating system doesn't generally care 
about track and sector information, but that 
information is still accessible — otherwise defrag 
programs wouldn't work. 

But hard drives don't actually report the real 
number of platters and heads that they have. 

In the olden days, they did. Then they hit 
interface limitations and started lying, reporting 
many more heads than actually existed (and 
extra platters for the imaginary heads to access), 
to keep the apparent number of cylinders and 
sectors per head down to something that the old 
addressing scheme could comprehend. 

Then came Logical Block Addressing (LBA). 
LBA gives each block on the drive a simple 
number. If you know the block size, the block 
number, the disk size and (importantly) the actual 
number of platters, you can easily figure out 
where each block lies on the disk. 

Disks don't report their platter count, but 
it'd be easy to make a lookup table that knows 
about every disk in service; there aren't that 
many of them. 

So, yeah, a piece of software actually could 
tell where the heads are on the disk at any given 
time, though it's not terribly useful information. 

A TV crime show would, of course, then go on 
to look at the disk with an electron microscope 
so they could read the little tiny words written 
on it, and from that extrapolate the suspect's 
IP address (which would start with ‘491’), then 
traceroute their PCI bus using a 3D interface like 
that one in Jurassic Park. 

But the hard disk part — that’s possible. 


Drivers make me cry 
| just came across a review you wrote 
years back of the original AT| RADEON 
DDR. | have just recently acquired a used card 
which looks exactly the same as the one in 
that review. 
I'm confused as to which driver(s) | should 
download from the ATI site (for my Windows 
XP PC), as there is no model number on the 


card itself. | was told by someone else that ae 
card might be a ‘64MB DDR 7200 Rage Theater’ 
and there still is a ‘7200’ driver download 
package available on the ATI site, but the 
drawing in the user’s manual for the 7000/7200 
models, also on their site, does not show the 
composite in/out jacks next to the S-Video out. 
Essentially, I'm asking if that would be the correct 
driver, or whether | should use a different one. 
George Colacicco 


ATI, like NVIDIA, provide one huge driver 

download for all of their cards back to 
the original RADEON (NVIDIA's pack goes back 
even further, to the 1998 TNT chipset. The DDR 
RADEON's a 2000 product). The downside of 
this policy is that everybody has to download 
tens of megabytes of drivers for cards they don’t 
own. The upside is that you're practically certain 
to end up with a working driver, even if you're not 
sure of your card’s precise model number. 

So the standard ‘Catalyst’ driver pack should 
suit you nicely. The installer ought to detect the 
card type and install the right driver automatically. 

I's possible that your card has extra stuff 
on it that the standard driver won't activate, 
but unknown-brand cards usually stick to the 
reference design. 


Where's my rail? 
| work in a computer store. A batch of 
new power supplies from one of my 
distributors has arrived sporting no -5V rail. 

The distributor informed me that this is a new 
standard. I'm no electronics whiz but | thought 
-5V rail was necessary. 

Googling for info hasn't turned up anything useful. 
| would appreciate your comments on this matter 

Glenn Howlett 
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Yes, it's a new standard, but it's not very 

new. In fact -5V was removed from the 
spec as of ATX12V v1.2, which was quite a while 
ago — ATX12V is, as | write this, up to v2.2 (see 
www.formfactors.org). Few current PSUs have 
a -5V rail. 

You do still occasionally need -5V, though, so 
it's a good idea for resellers to stock a couple of 
the remaining -5V-capable units just in case. But 
practically no gear on the shelves these days 
needs -5V, so it's perfectly safe to use the new- 
style power supplies whenever you build 
anew computer. 


Pre-emptive spin 
With all the recent talk about NAS boxen 
that spin their disks down when inactive, 
what about ways to spin down internal drives? 
Windows power management spins them 
down, but it spins them all up again as soon as 
you kick it out of the screensaver. I'd like some 
way to keep individual disks spun down until 
they are needed. 
Any ideas? 
Chris Lineker 


Apparently Chris’s computer does, 
indeed, behave this way. But it shouldn't. 

Windows will always spin up its boot 
drive with the system files on it when you do 
practically anything, and it'll also spin up any 
drives containing swap file chunks or anything 
else that actually needs to be accessed at that 
moment. But if there’s no virtual memory on a 
drive, and if no app tickles a file on that drive, 
then that drive really should stay soun down 
until something asks for it. 

| notice this all the time, when | wake up my 
computer and start some job or other going, 
then switch to, say, my text editor, which has 
various files open from a drive that hasn't spun 
up yet. That drive is the only one (of the four in 
this computer) that has no pagefile on it, so it's 
still spun down and | have to wait a moment 
before | can start working. 

Chris’ computer has two drives, and one 
really should stay quiet at least some of the 
time. But it does not. 

| suspect goblins, or semi-intelligent bees. 
Depends on where you live, really. 


Too cool to live 
Whatever happened to TMD fans? 
| haven't seen any at a PC fair or similar 
since they came out in 70mm units, and I've 
never seen any of a more common size. 
Weren't they going to come out in 60/80mm 
too at some point? 
On another topic, |’m looking for a cooler for 
a Socket 370 Pentium II| machine, and found 
a ‘Socket A/370/7’ Vantec Aeroflow in a spare 
parts drawer. Are Sockets A and 370 actually 
similar enough that I'd really be able to use it on 
a Socket 370 CPU, or would | need a shim or 
something to make it fit properly? 
Tim Hicks 
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/O OF THE 
C:\> map q2dm3 


| was wondering if there were any 
programs out there on the Internet 
that let you use the Windows command 
prompt in a similar fashion to the quake 
console (pressing a button, preferably the ‘~’ 
key would bring it down. | remember reading 
about something similar for the Linux CLI, it 
was probably in the mag). 
To be honest, | don’t have any real use for 
it... it would just be hella sweet. 
Customisable colours would be a bonus. 
Marben E 
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Marben’s email sat in my Atomic 
Letters folder for a while. Every time 
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| looked at it, | did another search for such 
a utility, because | agree that it'd be cool 
as heck. But every time | looked, | came 
up empty. 

You can do a functionally similar thing by 
just binding cmd.exe to a hotkey with any 
one of a thousand programs, of course. But 
where's the style in that? 

I'll throw the question open to the Atomic 
readership. If you know how to do this, drop 
me a line at io@atomicmpc.com.au. 

By way of compensation in the 
meantime, I'll give Marben the I/O of the 
Month prize, so he can have a shiny new 
mouse with which to interact with his boring 
old command window. 


You know 
you want it. 


-dll 


46 Dirts> 18,269,224,966 bytes free 
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Unfortunately, employee confidence wore off almost 


immediately. It wasn't so much that the fact that the | 
superstar executives consisted primarily of The Savior's | 
immediate family, but more the fact that they managed to | 


set the bar of incompetence even higher. I suspect that, 
given yesterday's article, this might seern impossible, so I'll 


Recycle Bin 


share my favorite three people that The Savior brought in. 


First and foremost, there | 
was the new chief of | 
operations, heralded as a 


TMD fans didn’t really do anything 

special, and they no doubt cost 
a lot more to make, so | guess they just died 
out. Y.S. Tech's current TMD product is the 
‘TMD || Lepton Series’, a smaller version that 
| suppose is meant to be used to cool things 
like video cards. | don’t know whether anybody 
actually uses it, but, if you wanted to dress it 
up with LEDs, or even tinsel, you might 
manage to turn a few heads at your 
next LAN. 

It's a shame. They made sucha 
cool noise, not to mention looking 
like something out of Back to 
the Future. 

Regarding Sockets 370 and A, yes, 
there are (or were, if you prefer) lots 
of coolers that fit both sockets so you 
won't have to engineer your own any 
time soon. 

There was a height difference, so these 
coolers were usually a lot tighter when used 


— too beautiful for this world. 


el Adblock 


on Socket A. That sometimes led to core- 
crushing and wailing and gnashing of teeth. 
But if you want to use one on Socket 370, you 
should be A-OK. 


The Tip-Magnetic Driving Fan 


Chanriie’s 
Shark 


Jack’s 
Wooden Box 


technicaldetails 


¢ AMD Athlon 64 4000+ @ 2.8GHz 

e Powercolor X800XT PE 

e ASUS A8V Deluxe 

¢ OCZ Gamers extreme XTC Edition DDR400 
° 2x Seagate Barracuda 200GB 

¢ 400W Thermaltake PSU 


technicaldetails 


366MHz Celeron @ 425MHz 

Intel Bl440ZX motherboard 

192MB SD RAM PC100 

GeForce 440MX 64MB DDR 

6GB Seagate HDD 

Home made lighting and rounded cables 


technicaldetails 


e AMD Athlon 64 3200+ 

° 1GB Corsair TwinX RAM CAS 2.0 
e Antec Truepower 480W PSU 

e 2x NVIDIA GeForce 6600GT in SLI 
¢ Cooler Master Praetorian case 

¢ Logitech MX 518 mouse 
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technicaldetails 


Intel Pentium III 
600MHz 

768MB RAM 

5GB Seagate HDD 
10GB Seagate HDD 
Princo CD burner 
AOpen 4X6BC 
motherboard 


Hotbox of the month wins a 


Giga 


¢ Intel Core 2 Extreme/Core 2 


Duo/Pentium D 


e 8-channel Dolby and DTS 


e Dual PCI Express for SLI 


| ¢ Quiet OdB cooling design 
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e All-solid capacitors 
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jel CHIPSET 


byte GA-965P-DQ6! 


¢ 3Gb/s SATA with quad eSATA II 


Supports 


Egyptian 


| built a basic computer from spare parts for 
a family member who just bought a digital 
camera — just enough to store and process/ 
print the photos. | thought really hard for 
about two minutes and decided to mod it 
around one her favourite things — Egypt. 
The case is designed around a sand block, 
and has a gold and blue colour scheme, the 
front display panel is supposed to be like 
an old museum display, hence the lights are 
clearly visible, the left hand side is supposed 
to be displayed as if looking into a freshly 
discovered tomb. 

John 


Fame, fortune, and free | 
stuff can be yours! 
Send your Hotbox to | 
and | 
| include the following: 
e¢ 30r 4 high resolution, well lit, pictures. 
e A 250 word description of how you 
made it, the obstacles you overcame, 
| the tools you used, and your inspiration. | 
| ° A detailed list of the machine's specs. | 
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would go about in a shop. Which | was in. 
| replied with a curtsey (no idea why, seemed 
like a cool thing to do) and enquired on the 
status of the next edition of the Dungeons & 
Dragons player’s handbook. 

Phrased as a question, she spoke the 
numbers ‘3.5’ and | corrected her with a polite, 
‘No — | was after the 4th Edition actually.’ She 
stared at me in disbelief, or with that look one 
gets when enquiring quietly about one’s sanity 
without actually enquiring with words. It was 
the same sort of look my date was giving me 
from the shop’s entry as she’d neglected to 
follow me in, except her look was the one you 
get from.staring at a room full of filthy rabid 
dogs or dangerous voodoo curses that taint 
for life. 

Deciding that | deserved:some sort of 
verbalised reply, she shook her head and told 
me that, no, the 4th Edition was not out yet and 


¢ G di 
a ry yg ax les that perhaps she’d missed the memo from the 
t tl Wizards of the Coast — which | guessed was 


some sort of beach habitat for Gandalf types 
— or that perhaps, she’d missed the entire 

Logan Booker baitles with his inner demons, and 

the extraplanar ones burning down his favourite inn. 


Be warned, concentrated nerd an 2 aaa 


be hazardous to your social life. 


FALLOUT 


shipment of player handbooks for that edition. 
Or even that | was stupid. 

Okay, she didn’t say that last part. My expert 
ability to divine from glares alone told me that, 
in its squeaky, Chip and Dale-like voice. 
| silenced it with a verbal shoosh that once 
again got me the crazy stare from the 


no matter what amount of cash | had at the 
Bigger even than my obsession with cats time or whose company | was in. One time 
that almost saw me asphyxiated in my sleep. | was on a date, and spent my money on 
After that, the cats had to go. Who knew they a meal so extravagant we'd surely deprived saleswoman and this time, nearby customers. 
‘could so easily wield a garrotte in their tiny, a small third-world country somewhere of Realising that suddenly, | was as welcome 
cute little paws. If you ever watched Samurai year’s worth of food, but passing a games shop __in the shop asa Halfling bard in an orcish 
Pizza Cats when you were young, it’s all true. on Pitt Street | couldn’t help but dash in and cathouse, | spoke a quick goodbye and 
Except the pizza part. Sadly. ask if the 4th Edition was in. scuttled out of the shop, only to be greeted 
Anyway, back to D&D. Yes, long ago | lived Not that such an edition exists, or may ever by a dark Sydney once more. My date was 
and breathed pen and paper role-playing exist, but you know, | had to ask. nowhere to be seen, and | could only surmise 
games. Whether we were throwing Drows The woman at the counter greeted me that she had been tempted by one of the many, 
} : down a well or fighting gold dragons at level 2 coldly, like the breeze of frozen air from more social, venues one can patronise at night 
with nothing but a memorised magic missile, a fridge full of cheese, or indeed, a fridge full on Pitt Street. 
a length of rope and an unlit lantern (eventually _ of cold air, as | stepped in the from the dark That’s all but a memory now. The thing is, 
| discovered flasks of oil have a purpose as Sydney night. Tucking in my shirt and pulling | still haven't figured out what I’m going to 
something other than medieval Molotovs), up my suspenders, | slicked back my hair and do with all my player handbooks. And dice. 
much fun was had in the living room of our approached the counter. And pencils. And character sheets. And 
neighbourhood DM. ‘Yes,’ said the woman in a tone that meant miniatures. And... damn... | guess D&D 
| bought the books whenever | spotted them, —_ business, but the literal type of business one kind of is a voodoo curse. 


Vu. D&D used to be a big part of my life. 
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We line them up and listen to them, 
we want to know: 


from your PC. : 
CREATIVE vs_ ASSA 
All the technical gossip on this 


_ Do you really need to speed 


{ megabucks on sound cards 
‘| these days, or is the chip on your _ 


motherboard enough. Ashton Mills 
wants to know. : 


from the hor 
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Prince of Persia. 
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www.powercolor.com 


Mesmerizing 3D Graphics 
for True Gamers -— 


Atomic Hot Award December Issue 


PowerColor X1950 PRO 
with ARCTIC COOLING 


600MHz core 

7OOMHz (effective 1.4GHz) memory 
256MB or 512MB DDRS 256-bit 
Video-in/ Video-out (VIVO) 

4st GPU manufactured at 80nm 
fabrication process 

= All new CrossFire™ Bridge Interconnect 
Windows® Vista™ ready 
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WORLD CYBER GAMES 


“PowerColor did a good job making a silent card that runs rather cold that will run fast most of the games you can buy 
today. It is a mainstream card that | can recommend.” Fudo, the Inquirer 


"... [honestly did not expect this kind of performance! And as long as the price is right, this card can outsell a lot of other 
cards and it will.” Hilbert Hagedoorn, Guru 3D 


“\_.it really shines when placed besides its price rival from NVIDIA, the GeForce 7900 GS.” Vincent Chang, Hardware Zone 


“PowerColor's ATI X1950 Pro-based card is an excellent add-in all around, with plenty to offer considering its very 
competitive price point.” Lars-Géran Nilsson, Reg Hardware 


Z. Australia lT 


Australia |.T. Pty Ltd Available at 

+613 9560 3188 (Melbourne) www.auspcmarket.com.au www.skycomp.com.au 
+612 9643 1388 (Sydney) www.i-tech.com.au www.umart.com.au 
www. australiait.com.au www.scorptec.com.au www.techbuy.com.au 


PowerColor is a registered trademark and/or trademark of Tul Corporation. All other registered trademarks and 
trademarks are property of their respective owners. Specifications are subject to change without notice. 
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Protect Components While You Push Performance 


Pushing performance specs generates heat, and that can compromise 
reliability and component life. The advanced cooling ability of DHX heat 
sinks keeps your memory safe and reliable even as you push it to the limit. 
Under the name XMS2 Dominator, this DHX technology will be showing up 
on both Corsair parts designed for extreme overclocking and on memory 
designed for performance computing and gaming. 


Also Featuring Enhanced Performance Profiles (EPP) 


As with all new Corsair performance memory, XMS2 Dominator modules 
feature EPP, the new open standard for the Serial Presence Detect (SPD) 
jointly developed by NVIDIA and Corsair. EPP simplifies overclocking for 
beginners and provides unparalleled control for experts. 
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An optional fan (not shown) 
provides even more cooling 
and protection. 


DHX 


DUAL-PATH 


peace 


Corsair’s proprietary DHX 
technology dissipates heat 
two ways: it draws heat 
away from the module 
through the RAMs and 
provides an additional 
path for heat transfer 
within the module 
through the ground plane! 
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